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pr
ef

ac
e The post-pandemic period is 

shaping up to be far more chal-
lenging than many of us antici-
pated. 

A new normal is setting in, but 
one that has very little to do with the virus: 
damaging water restrictions, load-shedding 
and other service delivery challenges, all of 
which were present before the pandemic, 
but have now become an every-day part of 
many of our lives. 

Journalism remains crucial in probing 
these challenges and bringing to light in-
formation that goes beyond the political 
rhetoric and sometimes irresponsible con-
jecture of the Twitterati. 

Newsroom cut-backs continued this year, 
but as this edition of State of the Newsroom 
(SoN) demonstrates, new and innovative 

projects are taking shape, contributing to 
a new architecture in the journalism land-
scape of this country. Mainstream newspa-
pers are no longer the most consumed con-
tent and are more accurately described as 
being located on the periphery. 

As this edition of SoN shows us, the centre 
is increasingly being populated by a cluster 
of journalism initiatives and projects. This is 
encouraging and positive news, as it points 
to a plurality of voices, formats and content 
desirable in a flourishing democracy. 

While the focus of this SoN is on what 
happened in 2021, it is worth reflecting on 
two key events in 2022. This year will stand 
out as the year of Jacob Zuma versus Karyn 
Maughan. The audacious case against 
Maughan, a journalist, by former president 
Zuma is a test of South Africa’s judicial pro-

tection of media freedom. The case, which 
has been set to be heard next year, has 
been met with outrage and disbelief by me-
dia practitioners and scholars, with many 
referring to it as pure intimidation of the 
journalist in the execution of her work.

Maughan has been subject to unaccept-
able harassment and threats by support-
ers and allies of Zuma, and as a woman 
journalist continues to be confronted by  
misogynistic attacks designed to detract 
from her work. 

We will also remember 2022 as the year 
in which the promising grassroots news 
entity New Frame abruptly shut its doors. 
New Frame is included in a survey of inde-
pendent media projects in this issue of SoN 
– and it is significant that it shut down while 
the survey was being conducted, highlight-

mainstream goes peripheral
The encouraging news is that journalism’s centre is increasingly populated 
by new initiatives and projects. By Dr Dinesh Balliah
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ing the vulnerability of donor-dependent 
newsrooms. The official reasons given were 
a sudden and unexpected end to its fund-
ing, but concerns about funder overreach 
were raised in the media and remain un-
answered. What is clear, though, is that the 
voice of New Frame in reflecting the stories 
of the city of Johannesburg in particular will 
be missed. 

The threats to the lives and livelihoods of 
journalists at the hands of communities is 
a worrying trend that has picked up in the 
past year or two. Journalists should not 
have to think about their safety among the 
very people they seek to represent in the 
media. The lumping together of journalists 
with the agendas of the politicians they re-
port on has led to a disillusionment with the 
media among the public. There is clearly a 
need for media literacy at all levels of our 
society that demonstrates media credibility 
and independence, especially in the run-up 
to an election period. 

Storytelling is yet another shift in jour-
nalism that seeks to be more inclusive and 
responsive to audiences in new and inno-
vative ways. We must be wary, though, not 
to move so far away from traditional jour-
nalism constructs that we abandon some of 
the fundamentals of journalism reporting 
–  specifically court reporting – which are 

equally critical to society. 
It is also encouraging to note the num-

ber of books that have been published by 
journalists in the past year which provide a 
deep dive into key public interest matters. 
These books show us that investigative 
journalism is thriving in South Africa and is 
a crucial part of a democracy where we hold 
our leaders to account. How do we ensure 

that information of this quality is read not 
only by an elitist audience with the means 
to buy books, which remain prohibitively 
expensive in South Africa?

This past year we’ve seen a steep rise 
in the number of our graduates who have 
moved out of journalism into areas such 
as marketing, advertising and communi-
cations. It is encouraging to know their 

training and experience in journalism have 
equipped them to find good employment 
quickly, but it does mean there seems to be 
an exodus of well-trained and experienced 
journalists from some of our larger news-
rooms. This is a concern for the quality of 
journalism in the future. 

As with the rest of our society, the Wits Centre for Jour-
nalism (WCJ) is embracing a new normal. 

The Centre will officially launch in 2023 with a focus 
on investigative journalism, the intersection between 

climate, health and finance journalism, and digital journalism. 
We have revived the Wits Justice Project to focus on justice as it 
manifests in official spaces, such as courtrooms, clinics and po-
lice stations, filling a gap in reporting. 

The African Journalism Educators’ Network met in Johannes-
burg this year to share approaches to teaching journalism in a 
local context. It is clear from these exchanges that while there 
are similarities between countries on the continent, there are 
also vast differences which must be acknowledged. We hope 
to develop this network as part of our efforts to grow research 
which contributes to uniquely African empirical evidence and 
epistemologies. 

The WCJ co-hosted the 2022 South African Communications 

and Media Network (SACOMM) conference, and decolonisation 
was a hot topic. It is encouraging that colleagues around the 
country and the world are actively and intentionally interrogat-
ing decolonisation and its intersection with journalism. We were 
also treated to papers from emerging scholars who are engaging 
with mixed methods in researching social media platforms and 
their extensive databases. The WCJ hopes to continue its work 
in providing a space for ongoing debate and discussion, research 
and thought leadership alongside its academic programme of 
teaching and training. We look forward to continued growth and 
new challenges. 

One of our close partners in journalism and media education 
in the country, Rhodes University, celebrates its 50th anniversary 
this year. The WCJ congratulates them and thanks them for the 
work they have done and continue to do to strengthen journal-
ism education in the country.

on plans for the wits centre for Journalism
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This issue of State of the News-
room surveys community print 
media and what we call “inde-
pendent” newsrooms to find 
out how they have weathered 

the Covid-19 pandemic. It also continues 
our conversation on data, and offers an  
analysis of the kinds of incidents reporters 
faced that restricted their work when going 
out on assignment over the past five years.

Kate Skinner’s report-back on a survey of 
Association of Independent Publishers (AIP) 
members is the first of what we hope to be 
a series of research-based articles on com-
munity media. 

Skinner argues that print remains a viable 
and vital medium in communities across the 
country, in contrast to the stagnation seen 
in commercial print newsrooms. The survey 

suggests some recovery for local newspa-
pers after the worst years of the Covid-19 
pandemic – there are more titles being 
printed now than a year or two before the 
pandemic started, and AIP’s membership 
has grown. Feedback from local publishers 
also suggests a level of resilience and opti-
mism, even as they struggle with declining 
readership and opt for shorter print runs 
overall.

Skinner raises the important issue of audit-
ed circulation figures for local newspapers – 
seen as critical for advertiser trust – a point 
also picked up by Nadia Bulbulia, director of 
the National Association of Broadcasters, in 
her commentary on community radio. 

The lack of independent listenership fig-
ures, staff and skills churn, lack of transfor-
mation in the ad industry and the funding 

of stations being dependent on the “politics 
of the day”, are just some of the issues that 
contribute to the sustainability crisis faced 
by community radio.   

The results of our small survey of inde-
pendent newsrooms – donor-funded news-
rooms and start-ups – suggests that fund-
ing insulated some newsrooms from the 
Covid-19 shock experienced in commercial 
newsrooms, and that new, innovative risks 
were taken during the pandemic.

With the number of independent start-
ups increasing alongside long-standing do-
nor-supported news teams, it feels like there 
is some maturation in the independent news 
“sector”. The survey provides a snapshot of 
what we might now consider as normal at 
any given time when we think about inde-
pendent newsrooms: some are flourishing in

tr
od

uc
tio

n
local, digital, data 
Do innovative media start-ups, data journalism, and local media  
hold the promise for a revitalised media landscape? By Alan Finlay
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and robust, some are just getting going and 
are vulnerable to the future, others that 
have been around for a while appear to 
be struggling to secure new funding, and 
some are at risk of suddenly having to shut 
shop. 

In her commentary on the survey, Kiri 
Rupiah argues that independent news-
rooms offer a significant opportunity not 
to just upskill or mentor young journalists, 
but that interaction between young jour-
nalists, who bring enthusiasm and new 
digital know-how, and experienced jour-
nalists, offers a significant opportunity for 
innovation. 

Juliana Thornton, meanwhile, points out 
that we need to take a bird’s eye view, and 
look beyond individual newsrooms and 
their dependency on donors when con-
sidering their vulnerability, to also see the 
collective exposure of independent news-
rooms to a single donor.

In State of the Newsroom 2020, Gabriella 
Razzano presented a way to approach data 
– to think about it – highlighting the im-
portance of the media understanding data 
governance processes and helping to build 
what she calls an “African data narrative”. 

In this issue Adam Oxford argues that 
training journalists to work properly with 
data, and newsrooms using data to better 

understand audience needs, is critical to 
building trust and credibility in our media.

In her commentary, Jane Duncan offers 
a useful overview of what still needs to be 
done to properly address the problem of 
the state’s surveillance of journalists de-
spite the recent Constitutional Court ruling 
about the unconstitutionality of RICA, the 
country’s “main surveillance law”. Along-

side this, our analysis of Sanef media state-
ments over the past five years finds there 
were at least 70 incidents over the period 
where journalists going out on assignment 
were prevented from reporting freely.

Whether or not this can be considered 
“normal” in a democracy like South Africa’s 
is a question worth asking (it is difficult to 
see how journalists being shot at by po-

lice is normal in any democracy); but more 
striking was the suggestion that members 
of the public are likely to limit the freedom 
to report the most – even more than the 
police. What this says about the public’s 
understanding of the important role of a 
free media in a democracy, or about the 
public’s trust in the media, are open ques-
tions. 
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... But there is some reprieve

Shocks could still be felt throughout the media sector in 2021 as the country 
faced its third wave of Covid-19. While there were fewer confrontations be-
tween journalists and police compared to the previous year, and there was 

some sense of settling into a news-making routine, the pandemic continued to take 
its toll on journalists. At least 14 from across the print and broadcast sectors died 
after contracting the virus during the course of the year.

After staggering losses in circulation in 2020 across all newsprint titles, the distri-
bution of free newspapers rapidly returned close to pre-pandemic levels. Although 
weekend newspapers showed some lift – a 9% aggregate increase in circulation from 
2021 – circulation numbers were still down more than 40% compared to before 
the pandemic started. The circulation of weekly newspapers, meanwhile, showed a 
tentative indication of end-stopping circulation losses. With the closure of Finweek, 
pressure could still be felt in the magazine industry after the blood-letting in 2020. By 
the end of the year, there had been a 47% drop in the number of magazine titles list-

Covid-19 continues to batter the 
news industry, while unrest in two 
provinces takes community radio 
stations off air. There are more 
‘behind-the-scenes’ revelations 
of state security meddling in 
media operations at the Zondo 
commission, and fresh allegations 
of political interference at the 
public broadcaster. Despite a 
Constitutional Court ruling, the 
surveillance of journalists goes on. 
By Alan Finlay
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ew media struggle through the 
second year of covid-19
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ed at the Audit Bureau of Circulation (104 
compared to 197 prior to 2020).1

Radio and TV audiences showed some 
measure of normalising after a spike in 
numbers during the first months of the 
pandemic, although there was a surprising 
downward jolt in SABC 1 and SABC 2 news 
viewers, possibly due to loadshedding – 
research suggests 2021 was the country’s 
worst year of electricity cuts.2 News24, 
meanwhile, consolidated its position as the 
country’s top news website, a lead it took 
by a substantial margin during the first year 
of the pandemic. 

Although the threat of retrenchments 
in the sector appeared to ease in 2021, in 
March the SABC announced it had finalised 
its restructuring and 621 staffers would 
lose their jobs.3 In 2020 the jobs of at least 
2 600 employees working at the country’s 
biggest media houses – including the pub-
lic broadcaster – were on the line. 

Meanwhile, the relief fund set up 
by the South African National Editors’  
Forum (Sanef) to help journalists negative-
ly affected by the pandemic through lay-
offs or loss in income had disbursed over  
R1.7 million to more than 400 journalists. 
More than R4.8 million had been raised 
through the fund from contributions by 
corporates, businesses, funders and indi-

viduals. In July, following intensive lobby-
ing by the sector, the National Coronavirus 
Command Council (NCCC), set up to co-or-
dinate South Africa’s response to the pan-
demic, announced that journalists would 
receive priority Covid-19 vaccinations as 
front-line workers.

siGns of political 
interference at saBc 
aGain 

Despite reassurances from the SABC 
and several attempts to face-lift its 
public image, including a revision of 

its editorial code in 2020, allegations con-
tinue to surface of political influence in ed-
itorial decision-making at the broadcaster.

In November, disciplinary action was 
brought against the SABC’s head of news, 
Phathiswa Magopeni, for alleged negli-
gence and bringing the public broadcaster 
into disrepute. This followed the airing of 
a Special Assignment investigative report 
about anti-competitive behaviour in the 
towing industry. The episode was aired de-
spite a High Court interdict prohibiting its 
broadcast. 

Commentators pointed out, however, 

that the disciplinary action followed re-
ports of political attacks on Magopeni by 
senior officials in the ANC – including a 
minister – with the party blaming her for 
its poor performance in local government 
elections held in November.

 Magopeni said she was targeted be-
cause she resisted attempts by the SABC 
chair and group CEO to force her to carry 
an unscheduled interview with 
President Cyril Ramapho-
sa in the run-up to the 
elections. To ensure 
transparency, Sanef 
and the Campaign 
for Free Expres-
sion (CFE) argued 
for her hearing to 
be held in public.8

Meanwhile, after 
pressure from Sanef 
in August the SABC 
agreed to remove a 
clause in its staff con-
tracts that allowed for 
their communications to 
be surveilled by the broad-
caster.

lootinG Burdens 
already struGGlinG 
community radio 

Also in July, just as the third wave 
of the virus hit, the country was 
rocked by violent unrest and looting 

that spread across towns and cities 
in KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng, 

lasting just over a week. The 
unrest followed the jailing 

of former president Ja-
cob Zuma for contempt 
of court after he re-
fused to appear before 
the Zondo commission 
of inquiry into state 
capture. 

More than 200 
shopping centres were 

looted across the two 
provinces, business and 

warehouses ransacked 

SABC’s head of news, 
Phathiswa Magopeni, 

said she was the 
victim of political 

targeting
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and highways blocked, with numerous vio-
lent confrontations between residents and 
business owners, and looters. Over 350 
people died in the riots – which was partly 
blamed on the impact of Covid-19 on the 
already fragile economy and the country’s 
high unemployment rate.  

Five community radio stations were also 
targeted during the unrest: Intoko-
zo FM in KwaZulu-Natal and, in 
Gauteng, Kasie FM, Alex FM, 
Mams FM and Westside FM, 
the latter broadcasting from 
a local mall where looting 
occurred. The damage to 
the stations was extensive. 
Alex FM said it would cost 
about R5 million to replace 
studio equipment and in-
frastructure, while Mams 
FM was forced off air after 

its transmitter and studios were vandalised 
and equipment stolen. A contribution of 
R100 000 from Sanef’s relief fund was later 
made to the five stations.4

Meanwhile, a number of journalists 
covering the imminent arrest of Zuma at 
his Nkandla home, and the subsequent 

unrest, were assaulted, verbally 
abused and had their 

lives threatened. 
Of the incidents 

reported during 
the riots, an 
SABC TV 
crew was 
robbed and 
a Newzroom 
Afrika team 
had their 

camera and 
vehicle damaged 

in Johannesburg.

more Bad news at 
Zondo commission  

After a tough year for journalism 
ethics at the Zondo commission in 
2019 (see State of the Newsroom 

2019) – and the commission being ad-
journed for most of 2020 due to the pan-
demic – media credibility was again rocked 
in 2021 by claims made at the commission. 

This after former ANC cabinet minister 
Sydney Mufamadi said Africa News Agency 
(ANA) – the news and content syndication 
service launched by Independent Media’s 
Iqbal Survé in 2015 after the acquisition 
of the defunct South African Press Associ-
ation – had received R20 million from the 
State Security Agency (SSA). 

Mufamadi, who was also appointed Na-
tional Security Adviser in 2021, told the 
commission that the money was paid to 
“influence the national news narrative 

and to counter the bad publicity 
around former president Ja-

cob Zuma’s government”. 
In response ANA’s CEO, Vas-

antha Angamuthu, said the 

money, received in 2016 and 2017, was  
“… to provide multi-media training for SSA 
analysts and interns across Africa, and to 
use its platforms, in particular the African 
Independent newspaper, to carry positive 
stories about South Africa and the South 
African government”.9 The allegations fol-
low previous claims at the commission that 
journalists had received payments from 
SSA to further its agenda.

constitutional 
court victory, But 
harassment continues

In February the Constitutional Court de-
clared the Regulation of Interception of 
Communications and Provision of Com-

munication-related Information Act (or 
RICA) unconstitutional. RICA, which regu-
lates the interception of private communi-
cations and has been allegedly abused by 
the state in the surveillance of journalists, 
was challenged in the High Court in 2019 
by the amaBhungane Centre for Investiga-
tive Journalism and Sam Sole, an investiga-

Former cabinet minister Sydney Mufamadi said the Africa News 
Agency (ANA) had received R20 million from the State Security Agency 
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tive journalist working at the centre.
In its judgment the Constitutional Court 

said the Act – promulgated in 2002 and 
now outdated – “fails to provide adequate 
safeguards to protect the right to privacy, 
as buttressed by the rights of access to 
courts, freedom of expression and the me-
dia, and legal privilege”.5 

The court also allowed parliament three 
years to develop better legislation before 
the ruling on RICA’s invalidity comes into 
effect. The ruling is considered a victory for 
media freedom in South 
Africa, but much work 
still needs to be done on 
clarifying and tightening 
related legislation and reg-
ulations that allow for the 
interception of communica-
tions (see commentary on 
the ruling by Jane Duncan 
in this issue of State of the 
Newsroom). 

In March concerns were 
raised about the reported 
surveillance of News24 inves-
tigative journalist Jeff Wicks 
by Crime Intelligence, as well 
as a burglary at the home of a 
Daily Maverick journalist, Mar-
ianne Thamm, where work 

laptops were stolen. Thamm had been tar-
geted in a Crime Intelligence investigation 
into leaked documents.6 In their applica-
tion to the court, amaBhungane and Sole 
listed eight cases of proven or suspected 
surveillance of journalists by the state or 
linked to the state since 2011 – incidents 
considered the “tip of the iceberg”.7

GettinG the story 
straiGht 

In January Sanef released its long-await-
ed report on media ethics, the result of a 
commission of inquiry headed by retired 

judge Kathleen Satchwell. The inquiry was 
launched after a series of damaging reports 
in the Sunday Times between 2011 and 
2016 that were subsequently retracted, 

and in the wake of allegations of journalism 
corruption made at the Zondo commission. 

The report included 69 detailed recom-
mendations on issues such as media free-
dom, ethics and standards, continuing 
professional development and regulatory 
bodies (see State of the Newsroom 2020 
where our survey suggested that while 
many journalists took the findings in the re-
port seriously, some had not read it or even 
heard about it). 

In the wake of the report there were sug-
gestions that some newsrooms were taking 
a strong and more vigilant line on unethical 
practices. 

Notably, in April, an assignment editor at 
Sunday World was fired after a disciplinary 
process found him guilty of asking for a  
R1 million bribe to discard a story. Yet, while 
the report highlighted lapses in editorial 
gatekeeping as one of the reasons the me-
dia received ‘’bad press”, in February Daily 
Maverick was forced to backpaddle after 
it had uncritically published an account by 
veteran journalist Jacques Pauw about his 
encounter with restaurant staff and police 

Pretoria News editor  
Piet Rampedi ...  
his story about  

decuplets went viral
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at the V&A Waterfront in Cape Town. 
The account later turned out to be false, 

and an apology was published by Pauw and 
Daily Maverick, which severed ties with the 
author. 

Meanwhile in June a story claiming that 
a Tembisa woman had given birth to de-
cuplets, and written by the editor at the 
Pretoria News, Piet Rampedi, went viral. 

The story, which was untrue, had not 
been properly verified by the journalist. An 
inquiry by Independent Media, the owner 
of Pretoria News, found that the publica-
tion of the story had been “reckless”.10 In-
dependent Media nevertheless continued 
to vigorously defend the report, stoking 
further controversy about the editorial 
credibility of the news house.

In March allegations of racism surfaced 
at eNCA, a newsroom unsettled by several 
controversies in recent years. The broad-
caster undertook to address the claims 
through meetings with organisations and 
political parties. 

‘hate speech’ Bill 
resurfaces

In October the controversial ‘’hate 
speech” bill resurfaced, with the gov-
ernment calling for public comment on 

the bill. The call was welcomed by media 
freedom advocates, who reiterated that as 
it stood it was disproportionate and would 
limit freedom of expression in the coun-
try, including through its criminalisation of 
hate speech.11
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https://www.concourt.org.za/index.php/judgement/383-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-another-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services-and-others-minister-of-police-v-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-others-cct278-19-cct279-19
https://www.concourt.org.za/index.php/judgement/383-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-another-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services-and-others-minister-of-police-v-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-others-cct278-19-cct279-19
https://www.concourt.org.za/index.php/judgement/383-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-another-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services-and-others-minister-of-police-v-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-others-cct278-19-cct279-19
https://www.concourt.org.za/index.php/judgement/383-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-another-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services-and-others-minister-of-police-v-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-others-cct278-19-cct279-19
https://www.concourt.org.za/index.php/judgement/383-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-another-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services-and-others-minister-of-police-v-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-others-cct278-19-cct279-19
https://www.concourt.org.za/index.php/judgement/383-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-another-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services-and-others-minister-of-police-v-amabhungane-centre-for-investigative-journalism-npc-and-others-cct278-19-cct279-19
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A resurgence of journalists being harassed by 
political groups and targeted by criminals and 
the public after lockdown restrictions eased

severe threats to media freedom

For the second year running we have reported no severe threats 
to media freedoms (these threats need to be consistent over an 
extended period and debilitating to free reporting). This is only 
partially good news. Taken together, the threats discussed below 
make South Africa an uneasy environment for media freedoms. 

serious threats to media freedom
There were only two incidents reported where police prevented 
journalists from doing their work in 2021. In the first, two jour-
nalism students were apparently deliberately shot with rubber 
bullets, and in the second a journalist was detained. The severity 
of the first incident, together with the number of incidents in 
2020 (12 were reported), justify continuing to consider police 
action against journalists a serious threat to media freedoms in 
2021. After a brief hiatus during the Covid-19 lockdown, mem-

bers of the Economic Freedom Fighters were at it again, harassing 
and preventing journalists from reporting freely. Journalists were 
also attacked and threatened by supporters of former president 
Jacob Zuma outside his Nkandla home. The online harassment of 
journalists remains ubiquitous, with three specific cases reported 
in 2021.

issues that need attention 
While there were fewer reports of crime against journalists 
covering stories in 2020 – possibly because of stringent lockdown 
regulations – 2021 saw a resurgence of journalists being targeted 
by criminals. Seven incidents were reported throughout the year, 
including an all-women SABC news crew being held hostage in 
Mpumalanga. After a period in which few direct threats to jour-
nalists from the public were reported, 2021 saw a rapid increase 
in incidents where the public targeted reporters. Several of these 
were related to Zuma’s arrest – five community radio stations 
were targeted during the subsequent looting – and the municipal 
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ThreaTs from police

ThreaTs BY poliTical 
groups or parTies 

online ThreaTs

JournalisT eThics

crime 

ThreaTs from puBlic

ThreaTs from sTaTe 
securiTY 

aTTiTude of senior 
puBlic figures

to watCh            NeedS                    SeriouS               Severe
                                  atteNtioN

KeY 
Worse than in previous period

Same as previous period

Compiled through a review of Sanef media releases during 2021. For a summary of incidents, please see the appendices.

elections. After releasing the findings of its 
inquiry into media ethics and credibility at 
the beginning of the year, the South Afri-
can National Editors’ Forum (Sanef) raised 
the alarm on eight different incidents 
involving unethical behaviour or related 
problems in newsrooms in 2021. 

issues to watch
Besides the disclosure of the State Security 
Agency funding the African News Agen-
cy (ANA) at the Zondo commission, two 
incidents – involving surveillance and rob-
bery – of state security allegedly targeting 
journalists were reported during the year. 
While seemingly becoming less of a con-
cern in 2020, the disparaging attitude of 
senior public figures, including politicians, 
towards the media once again became a 
concern in 2021. The link between public 
statements by an ANC minister and public 
threats against journalists over municipal 
election coverage in the Free State was 
made by Sanef.

In 2021, South Africa ranked 32nd out of 
180 countries on the World Press Freedom 
Index by Reporters Without Borders. This is 
one place worse than 2020.
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In a year when nationwide lockdown restric-
tions gradually started to ease, overall news-
paper circulation increased by 12%, boosted 

by a return to near normality in the circulation 
of free newspapers, and a marginal increase in 
weekend newspaper circulation. 

However, the circulation of weekend papers 
still showed a 42% drop off pre-pandemic lev-
els. By the end of 2021, similar staggering loss-
es in circulation since 2019 were recorded for 
dailies (45%) and weeklies (47%). 

The losses in circulation figures for local pa-
pers can in part be attributed to the reshuffling 
of the local newspaper sector in 2020, with 
titles amalgamated or shut down. Launched 
during 2020 in the midst of the newspaper 
circulation freefall, the Daily Maverick’s print 
version, 168 Weekend, also dropped signifi-
cantly in circulation. This was due to it shift-
ing to a pay-for model in 2021, resulting in a 
20 000 drop in circulation. The paper ended 
2021 with a circulation of 7 500, with over a 
third of these handed out for free.1
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830 380
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355 735
193 108
187 839 972 530

510 794
561 984

274 898
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122 329 Q4 
2019

Q4 
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Q4 
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Business as usual for free papers, 
while others stagger through the 
second year of the pandemic

Down 8% from 
2020; down 56% 
from 2019

Up 16% from 
2020; down 2% 
from 2019

Up 12% from 
2020; down 15% 
from 2019

5 560 470

source:  Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa
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radio
Radio audiences dip slightly, 
but remain robust 

Changes in methodology at the Broadcast Research Council 
(BRC) – coupled with a gap in the gathering of statistics in 
2020 – have meant that a comparable analysis of listener sta-

tistics with previous years is not possible. 
As pointed out by researcher and media analyst Reg Rumney, a 

survey of commercial stations showed a 36% increase in radio lis-
tenership during the lockdown.2  A similar trend is likely to have 
been seen across public broadcast and community radio stations. 

BRC data shows that the country’s top radio stations all marginal-
ly shed audiences over 2021, but that listenership remained robust. 
The top stations from the public broadcaster continue to dominate 
about a third of the audience share in South Africa. 

The top four commercial stations are all regional broadcasters 
with audiences concentrated in KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng. Gagasi 
FM, which broadcasts in KwaZulu-Natal in isiZulu and English, has 
about 200 000 more listeners than the second biggest commercial 
station, Jacaranda FM (Gauteng). 

The top community station, Jozi FM (also broadcasting in Gauteng) 
has about half a million listeners. 

 1 Thanks to Reg Rumney for this observation. See his The State of the 
Media two years after the pandemic-induced media crisis – an update 
to Sanef’s 2020 Covid-19 interim report and some cross-cutting issues 
(2022) presented at the Sanef AGM on 25 June 2022.

2 Rumney, 2022.

  april 21-oct 21  april 21-Jan 22
 Past seven days  Past seven days 
 (listeners in millions)  (listeners in millions)

Ukhozi FM 7.9  7.8

Metro FM 5.3 5.2

UmhloboWenene FM 4.6 4.5

Gagasi FM 1.6 1.5

Jacaranda FM 1.4 1.3

east coast Radio  1.2 1.2 *

source: Broadcast Research Council; Rumney, 2022. * ECR lost about 20,000 listeners.
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September viewership data for most-watched news programmes. 
source: Broadcast Research Council

free-to-air  
tv news
Major disruptions at SABC 1 and 2 news,  
but have SABC 3 news audiences finally 
levelled out?

As reported previously in State of the News-
room, audience numbers of the top news pro-
grammes on free-to-air TV  over the past years 

have shown some robustness, with only a gradual de-
cline in viewers of SABC 3 TV news in English.

 The top news programmes on SABC 2 experi-
enced significant disruption in 2021, however, with  
audiences for news in Afrikaans and Sesotho/Setswa-
na/Sepedi plummeting by 39% and 44% respectively 
from comparable months in 2020. However for the 
first time since 2016/7, news in Sesotho/Setswana/
Sepedi was watched more than Afrikaans news on 
SABC 2. 

Similarly, viewers for isiXhosa news and isiZulu news 
on SABC 1 showed a substantial drop-off of between 
1-1.5 million, a trend not seen over the past years. 

The extent to which the national schedule of 
load-shedding affected TV viewership in 2021 is un-
clear – research has shown that 2021 was the worst 
year yet for load-shedding in South Africa.  
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In stark contrast to these numbers, 2021 was a good news 
story for SABC 3.1 When considering comparable months 
from previous years, there is the tentative suggestion that 
viewers for its top news programme might be levelling out, 
halting the decline seen consistently over time.

still a ‘‘go-to’’ medium

TV is a go-to medium for South Africans in times of 
crisis, intense public interest or when immediate 

up-to-date information is needed. 
In the previous issue of State of the Newsroom we showed 

a spike in audience numbers for news across the free-to-air 
stations when the national lockdown was announced. 

Similarly, in July 2021, during the unrest and looting in 
KwaZulu-Natal and parts of Gauteng, news audiences for 
the public broadcast channels spiked by 30-50%, with the 
presidential address on the looting on July 12 attracting 
some 3.7 million viewers on SABC 2. 

By the end of July, a presidential address on Covid-19 
drew some 5.8 million viewers on SABC 2, rivalling audi-
ence numbers for some of the daily soapies. 

President Cyril Ramaphosa’s speech, given just past the 
peak of the third wave, announced the resumption of in-
ter-provincial travel, the partial re-opening of non-essential 
businesses and the time-restricted sale of alcohol.

1 Mybroadband (2021, Nov.) https://mybroadband.co.za/news/
energy/423866-2021-load-shedding-shocker.html September viewership data. source: Broadcast Research Council
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internet news

Timeslive.co.za sheds pandemic 
gains, and some

After impressive gains in unique brows-
er counts for News24.com during the 
first year of the pandemic – it is now 

by far the dominant news website in South 
Africa, a position held only marginally prior 
to 2020 – by the end of 2021 the country’s 
top general news websites had shed some of 
these gains from the previous year. 

However, while News24.com and Iol.co.za 
remained resilient, Timeslive.co.za took a nota-
ble step backwards in unique browser counts, 
shaving some 30% off its pandemic high, and 
settling at one million unique browser counts 
lower than its pre-pandemic level. 

By the end of the year it had slipped to num-
ber three in the top general news site rankings. 

With 5.9 million unique browsers per month, 
BusinessTech remained the top business news 
website in the country. 
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source: mybroadband.co.za
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Green shoots 
in the community 
print media
Despite losing readers, print is still a 
robust medium in communities across 
the country, while publishers are also 
starting to experiment online  
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Local media is critical to the 
media ecology. It plays mul-
tiple roles that are similar 
to but also differ from main-
stream national and provin-
cial media. 

Similar to national media, the commu-
nity media sector’s role is important to 
democracy. It also holds power elites to 
account – in this instance local power 
elites. Unlike national media, however, 
community media has the potential to 
play a particular role in social cohesion 
and the building of communities. 

In South Africa there are a number of 
different “sections” or sectors that make 
up community media. These include in-
dependent broadcast community radio, 
community television, the local print and 
online media owned by the big corpo-
rates including Caxton, Media24, Arena 
and Independent Media, and indepen-
dent community print and online media.

This latter sector is the focus of this 
research. It is a small, marginalised, 
very diverse, survivalist sector of the 
media. It is also sometimes forgotten. 
However, it is nonetheless an import-
ant part of the media landscape with a 
much greater reach than most people 
are aware of. This is the media pro-

duced by people living in the community 
for the community. 

This research overviews the sector 
in terms of how many publishers are 
operating, the number of publications 
being produced, the online presence 
of publications including websites and 
social media, print runs, print frequency 
and the readership of publications. The 
research also looks at the gender of 
publishers and the journalists employed 
by these publishers. The article then 
concludes with a section on the content 
being produced and a brief discussion 
on sustainability issues. 

To gather the data and evidence for 
the article, we used the membership 
database of the Association of Inde-
pendent Publishers (AIP), a community 
print and online industry association 
that organises the majority of print pub-
lications that operate in the sector.1 The 
AIP has 171 members.2 Three research 
questionnaires were drafted: one asking 
AIP publishers to describe their con-
tent offerings; a second looking at the 
journalists employed in the sector; and 
a third looking at sustainability issues.3 
The surveys were supplemented with 
individual interviews with publishers.

What we knew before 
conducting the survey

In May 2016 the AIP embarked on an 
in-depth sector-wide research project to 
establish the state of the community 

print sector (online was not included as 
a category at that point). All publishers 
on the AIP database were contacted 
and asked a standard set of questions. 
The information was then independently 
verified through a process of contacting 
the Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC) 
and printers.

According to the AIP’s annual re-
ports produced in 2015 and 2016/2017 
(the latter which captures some of the 
findings from the research), there were 
164 publishers printing 204 publica-
tions across all provinces. Of the 164 
publishers, 41 were female. In terms 
of language, 81 publications were 
published solely in English, four sole-
ly in Afrikaans, 33 in a combination of 
English and Afrikaans and 86 in South 
Africa’s indigenous African languages. 
The monthly print run across all prov-
inces was 7 545 940. At a conservative 
estimate each publication was read by 
three readers, making the readership 
figures approximately 22 637 820.4

By Kate 
Skinner  
Director of the 
Association  
of Independent 
Publishers
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AIP’s 2016/2017 annual report 
states that things started to get sig-
nificantly tougher for publishers in 
2017, as the economy deteriorated 
under former president Jacob Zuma. 
The  report says  it was not possible 
to do another comprehensive audit in 
2017, but that from a mini audit con-
ducted it was clear that a number of 
publications had closed down: “Of 204 
newspaper titles, publishers of ap-
proximately 30 titles were struggling 
to print regularly, four titles had gone 
online only, 16 titles had closed com-
pletely.”5 The report stated that pub-
lishers publishing more than one title 
had cut back and were concentrating 
on one or two titles and that Eastern 
Cape had been the worst hit, with six 
papers closing.6

After 2017 the AIP did not produce 
annual reports. It is thus difficult to 
track the statistics systematically, 
but what we do know is that in 2020, 
alongside the rest of the print industry, 
Covid- 19 had significant negative im-
pact on community print. The previous 
executive director of AIP, Carol Mohla-
la, stated that up to 80 publications 
(out of the approximately 200) had 
stopped printing.7

While in 2016 there was no partic-
ular focus in the survey on the web 
and social media presence of pub-
lications, the 2015 and 2016/2017 
annual reports did hint at the need for 
publications to go online. Both reports 
document a number of workshops 
run with publishers to look at things 
such as “social media as source and 
platform, field reporting with a smart-
phone and basic audiovisual editing”.8 
In 2017 AIP, Media24 and the publica-
tion ThisAbility piloted a website de-
velopment project for a small group of 
14 participants. This was followed by 
close mentoring for six months. From 

2018 to 2022 Rhodes University then 
ran a number of workshops with AIP 
members on the “Essentials of Digital 
Media”. Sixty publishers were trained.

At the end of 2021 and beginning of 
2022, with funding from the Open So-
ciety Foundation (OSF) and the Wits 
Centre for Journalism, the AIP started 
to gather statistics again. The purpose 
was to update the AIP’s membership 
database and to see what the industry 
looked like in the post-Covid or “living 
with Covid” period. 

What we know about 
the sector in 2022

Our survey found that the 171 
members working in the inde-
pendent community print and 

online media sector produced a total 
of 226 publications. This includes both 
print and online-only publications, with 
the majority (88%) being print.

The printing statistics included in 
the table overleaf were supplied by 
publishers themselves and have not 
been independently verified. It was 
difficult to find out from the publishers 
who they were printing with and, when 
we knew, difficult to get the printers to 

confirm the print runs and frequency. 
They are thus a best-case scenario. 

A number of publishers felt it was 
sensitive information to share. Pub-
lishers told us they did not print 
as regularly as before, many had 
swapped from weekly print runs to 
monthly, and the print run numbers 
fluctuated depending on finances and 
the advertising funds earned during 
the month.

What is interesting to note is that 
although the number of members 
increased in the post-Covid era from 
164 publishers to 171, and the num-
ber of publications increased from 
204 to 226, the aggregate print run 
dropped overall from 7 545 940 to 
4 750 580 (or 36%) – this even with 
the latter figure being the likely best-
case scenario. The readership has 
now dropped from 22 637 820 to 
14 251 740. This is a drop of well over 
eight million readers, but the figure 
is probably higher. This suggests the 
very severe impact of the pandemic 
on the sector.

In terms of publisher shifts to cre-
ating an online presence, it appears 
that progress has been made. As 
discussed, website, social media and 

Of 204 titles, 
approximately 30 
were struggling to 
print regularly, four 
had gone online 
only and 16 had 
closed completely
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online publication statistics were not 
gathered in 2016 because of the low 
numbers of publishers that had made 
the transition. In 2022 there were 29 
online-only publications, 72 publi-
cations had active websites, 37 had 
Twitter accounts and 104 had active 
Facebook pages.

In terms of diversity, there also 
seem to be improvements. In 2016, 
41 publishers were female from a 
cohort of 204. In 2022, 58 publishers 
were female from a cohort of 226. 
This is an improvement of 5% (from 
20% to 25%). In terms of diversity 
of language in 2016, there were 123 
publications from an overall total of 
204 that carried a diversity of lan-
guages (i.e. they did not publish in 
English only). In 2022 there were 141 
publications that carried a diversity 
of languages from an overall total of 
226. This was an improvement of 2% 
from 60% to 62%.

What does the sector 
publish?

The research sought to better 
understand the content being 
produced in the sector. 
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publishers

15 17 44 23 14 18 6 17 17 171

Number of female 
publishers

7 4 24 4 3 3 1 8 4 58

Number of 
publications 
(including online only)

15 27 65 38 15 18 6 24 18 226

Online only 
publications

1 9 9 2 2 5 0 0 1 29

Monthly print run 139100 445000 1149000 2269000 170800 286800 45080 130000 269520 4750580

Monthly readership 417300 1335000 3447000 6807000 512400 860400 135240 390000 808560 14251740

Have websites 3 6 14 18 8 11 0 1 11 72

Use Twitter 1 9 7 14 1 2 0 1 2 37

Use Facebook 7 10 33 19 10 10 2 5 8 104

English only 6 4 34 15 3 7 1 8 7 85

Diverse (other 
languages)

9 23 31 23 12 11 5 16 11 141
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Forty-nine publishers responded to 
the survey conducted on this subject.9

The survey revealed that publishers 
publish in a number of formats includ-
ing producing newspapers, maga-

zines and A4 printed newsletters, and 
publishing online only. However, the 
majority of publications (87.8%) are 
newspapers.

 In terms of content, the majority 

of publishers (71.4%) focus on geo-
graphical communities rather than on 
communities of interest. The publica-
tions cover a host of different topics 
including news and current affairs (at 

over 71%, the biggest percentage 
of content) and lifestyle (the second 
biggest), with religion, sport, culture, 
business and even the climate crisis 
given roughly equal although less 

What format do you produce?
49 Responses

Describe your content
49 Responses

What would help you improve?
49 Responses

87.8% 71.4%

28.6%

46.9%

18.4% 22.4%
12.3%

8.2%

4%
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space. Investigative journalism is not 
a particular focus – but there are still 
publications such as the Limpopo Mir-
ror in Makhado, Limpopo, that have 
won awards for their investigations.10

In terms of our question, “What 
would improve your journalism?”, 
publishers stated that the following 
would assist: Being able to employ 
more journalists (49.6%), more train-
ing (18.4%), better layout, design 
and photographs (12.2%) and the 
capacity to do more research and 
collect information for news stories 
(22.4%). There was an overall sense 
of a constrained financial environment 
preventing publications from building 
this capacity.

A further aspect explored in the 
survey was publishers’ personal views 
on their content. Many spoke about 
their pride in focusing on local issues, 
including covering local municipal 
and community issues not covered by 
other media. A point to note was their 
focus on the importance of “positive 
news” and “empowering stories”. One 
publication, for instance, stated: “Our 
newspaper focuses on positive and 
empowering youth stories of social 
development, economic develop-

ment, arts, culture, recreation, healthy 
lifestyles, open dialogues, job and 
education programmes which include 
empowerment opportunities.”

Another publication stated: “We cov-
er the beautiful wonders of science 
and innovation solving the world’s 
challenges.”

A further said: “Food for Mzansi is 
the biggest digital agriculture news 
and lifestyle publication in South 
Africa. We set the agricultural news 
agenda in the country and have also 
become known for our inspiration-
al content on people who feed the 
nation.”

In journalist circles the idea of 
“good news” stories is often seen in 
a negative light, as stories that have 
not been rigorously analysed at best 
or where journalists have been “cap-
tured” at worst. However, the issue is 
more complex when dealing with local 
journalism. One of the key purposes 
of local journalism is to build commu-
nities. A more nuanced understanding 
of “good news” is thus required. 

Finally, it is interesting to note the 
“unique selling points” publishers felt 
their publications embraced. The fol-
lowing issues were raised:

• Our local bias.
• Service delivery related stories and 

ensuring that government accounts 
to citizens based on programmes 
and projects it implements, and mon-
ey spent.

• Focusing on community news and 
locals who have achieved things and 
telling everyone what is happening…  
It has something of interest to every-
one.

• We cover local news that cannot be 
covered elsewhere.

• We focus on positive news. Collab-
orations with other local entities in 
order to develop community.

• We are uniquely youth orientated… 
our content is written by youth… 
Some of our previous articles on 
June 16 have been used by a local 
school for their history teaching.

• We use “Kasi”11 language and it is 
interesting.

• We help the community find solu-
tions.

• We are original, thought-provoking, 
interesting, alternative and relevant.

• We produce science in indigenous 
languages.

• We go big on promoting local artists 
such as poets, musicians and craft-

How many journalists 
do you employ?
Permanent, freelance  
and interns
33 Responses

36.4%

36.4% 9.1%

15,2%

2.9%
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ers… that coupled with locally based 
news is key to bringing us closer to 
the community we serve.

• It is all about community for the com-
munity.

These points obviously need to be 
verified through audience research. Do 
audiences in fact concur that their local 
publications produce “interesting”, “rel-
evant” content, and do they in fact build 

their communities? The feedback from 
publishers themselves, however, is that 
their publications are “cherished”. 

Who does the sector 
employ?

The next critical question to 
answer was, “Who does the 
sector employ?” Our survey 

garnered 33 responses – 15.2% of 
publishers surveyed stated that they 
had employed no journalists and that 
they, as the publisher, were the only 
employee; 36.4% of respondents stat-
ed that they had one to two journal-
ists; and a further 36.4% of publishers 
stated that they had three to four 
journalists. These statistics included 
permanent, freelance and interns. 

This means that 72.8% of the re-
spondents employ between one and 
four journalists, which may be indica-
tive of the sector as a whole. What is 
important to note is that the journalists 
employed seem to be mostly freelanc-
ers and interns. In terms of gender, it 
appeared12 that just less than 50% of 
journalists were women. 

As suggested, almost without 
exception the publishers stated they 
would like to employ more journalists. 
However, they could not because of 
financial constraints. For example, 

‘Almost without exception the publishers wanted to 
employ more journalists, but they could not because 
of financial constraints ... One publisher said he 
needed sub-editors and senior staff but there was no 
budget for them.’
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one publisher (of the Limpopo Mirror 
and Zoutpansberger) specified that he 
needed sub-editors and senior staff 
but there was no budget for them. On 
the positive side, however, another 
publisher (Pondoland Times) stated 
that he had employed more than 15 
interns as journalists and they were 
adequately fulfilling his needs.

The survey is a starting point for an 
analysis of employment trends in the 
community print and online sector. 
Further investigations should include 
a larger group of publishers and 
more in-depth questions on the age 
and experience of journalists. Also, 
it would be important to investigate 
attrition rates. Community publishers 
often bemoan the fact that their best 
journalists are poached by the main-
stream media, with no compensation 
for the training and experience given 
to them while they worked in commu-
nity media. 

Sustainability of  
the sector

As discussed above, the final 
survey was about the sus-
tainability of publications. 

The questions attempted to answer 
big-picture issues such as, “Is print 
dying?”, “Is community print under 
particular pressure?” and, most im-
portantly, “Overall, is there a future for 
the community print and online sec-
tor?”13

The answers to our survey ques-
tions point strongly to the fact that 
publishers’ print editions are still play-
ing a major role, and that the progress 
as regards publications moving into 
the online space has been difficult. 
The major reason for this is the diffi-
culties in making money online.

In terms of the question, “How does 
your publication get distributed?”, 
90.4% of publishers stated that they 
distributed their publications free and 
that for the most part (80.6%) the 
publishers did their own distribution. It 
seems that generally, the communities 
where the publications are distributed 
are poor, making it difficult to charge 

a cover price. There are a number 
of reasons for publishers to do their 
own distribution. While it is cheaper 
for them to distribute themselves, it 
also allows publishers to interact with 
readers.

At 23.3%, the number of respon-
dents accredited to the ABC was 
low. This low take-up is unfortunate 
because ABC certification has the 
potential to give credibility to the pub-
lications as advertisers are assured 
that printing figures are accurate. In 
discussions with publishers, it seems 
they have not taken up accreditation 
because of some of their challenges 

with printing regularly and printing 
stable numbers of copies.  Also, many 
stated that they had been accredit-
ed at a certain point but this had not 
improved their advertising revenue, so 
they had decided to “drop out”.

Publications rely on both advertising 
procurement companies and provin-
cial cooperatives for support; 50.7% 
stated they were members of coop-
eratives and 35.6% stated they were 
represented by an advertising pro-
curement company. Some publishers 
used both channels. 

In interviews with publishers, it is 
clear there are difficulties with the 
cooperatives and the procurement 
companies. The cooperatives have, at 
times, been riven by internal conflicts 
and the setting up of a national coop-
erative has been slow.

Ad procurement companies have 
been problematic because they have 
sought to push publishers to accept 
lower and lower rates per advertis-
ing page, to the point that certain 
publishers have been pushed out of 
business. There is significant work to 
be done to build the trust relationship 
between ad procurement companies 
and publishers. 

Ad procurement 
companies have 
sought to push 
publishers to 
accept lower and 
lower rates, to the 
point that some 
have been pushed 
out of business
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Publishers need to deliver regular, 
professional publications and com-
panies need to ensure that they sell 
the particular benefits of community 
publications. Further, they need to se-

cure reasonable deals for publishers 
in terms of rates.

It was clear from the survey – and 
from the interviews conducted – that 
it was difficult to earn advertising 

online. The survey pointed to the fact 
that 80.6% of publishers had content 
freely available on their websites and 
had not included a paywall. 

This question needs to be explored 

further – what are the difficulties of 
including a paywall? Would reasons 
include the expense and complexity 
of the software required? Is it that 
communities are too poor to pay for 

How do you distribute?
73 Responses

Are you ABC accredited?
Grassroots or full ABC

73 Responses

Your biggest revenue source?
49 Responses

76.7%

80.8%

19.2%

90.4%

9.6%

23.3%
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content? Is it that there is simply no 
culture of payment for content online? 
There is also the question of wheth-
er introducing a paywall would work 
against the potential of building and 
sustaining communities, given that it 
is likely to exclude many people in the 
community. 

When publishers were asked the 
question, “Do you monetise your web-
site/s using Google Adsense or anoth-
er programmatic advertising buying 
service?”,  90.5% said they had not 
implemented this or similar software.

 Here it is important to note the 
comments made by publisher Anton 
van Zyl, who produces the Limpopo 
Mirror and Zoutpansberger. He stat-
ed, “In the online world the big num-
bers get rewarded”, but argued that 
local publishers will never have huge 
traffic – and nor should they.  

He said Google Adsense rewards 
“click bait” and “discourages quality 
journalism”, and that in disillusion-
ment he had decided to stop using the 
programme because the revenue was 
insignificant.14

Some publishers are trying out new 
possibilities using the internet. For 
example, Austin Moyo from Erme-

lo-based Khanyisa News has been 
experimenting with publishing You-
Tube videos and has made up to R4 
000 a month. 

According to Moyo, YouTube pays 
6c per view. This means Moyo’s vid-

eos need to garner 66 666 views in 
a month for him to earn R4 000. For 
Moyo this is an exciting “side hustle”, 
but for a number of other publishers, 
garnering 66 666 views for a video (or 
several videos) is a daunting task and 

not worth the effort for such low levels 
of income.15

In response to the question, “What 
is currently your biggest source of 
revenue?”, 80.8% of publishers said 
they received the majority of their 
funding from advertising revenue 
earned from their print editions. Other 
income streams included ad revenue 
from online editions (the second big-
gest income stream), sponsorships or 
donations and sales of printed copies. 

Publishers stated that they would 
continue with print for as long as they 
could. They stated that they believed 
print would be relevant for many years 
to come. They pointed to the launch 
of Daily Maverick’s print edition as 
proof there was “still life in print”. 
Publishers pointed out that some of 
print’s strengths include the fact that it 
allows audiences to keep a record of 
information and to return to an article 
again and again.16

Google rewards ‘click bait’ and discourages quality journalism
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conclusion

The independent community print and 
online sector is a small, feisty sector. 
It is one of the most difficult sectors 
of the media to be part of because it 
is overlooked, and funding support is 
so scarce. It was one of the sectors 
particularly badly impacted during 
Covid-19.

However, despite the difficulties 
there are green shoots. Notably, it ap-
pears to be a robust sector in terms of 
the viability of print, despite a number 
of publications struggling or folding 
recently. At the time of writing the 
South African National Editors’ Forum 
(Sanef) had also put out a tender to 
assist community publishers and com-
munity radio stations to go online. The 
purpose was to create a small cohort 
of pilot projects that could support one 
another to experiment with digital pub-
lishing. The aim is ultimately to learn 
lessons and to share these with the 
community media sector as a whole.
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edition, copy sales from printed edition, 
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Following the “freeing of the air-
waves” in 1993 and the intro-
duction of the three-tier broad-
casting system, South Africa’s 
community radio sector grew 
rapidly with the mandate of di-

versifying the space to reflect the needs and 
aspirations of all South Africans. 

As the third tier, community radio was de-
fined as a non-profit entity that services a 
specific community, be it geographical or a 
community of interest.

According to the Independent Commu-
nications Authority of South Africa (ICA-
SA), in June 2022 there were 231 licensed 
community radio stations broadcasting in 
the language(s) of the communities they 

serve: communities that were historically 
denied access to the media and are typical-
ly plagued by distressed social conditions 
and unemployment. Notably, 20 years ago 
government established the Media Devel-
opment and Diversity Agency (MDDA) to 
support the development of the community 
media sector.

Despite the successes of community ra-
dio, it faces perennial challenges and finan-
cial sustainability threatens its very surviv-
al. Declining revenue from advertising and 
other sources is due to a combination of 
factors, including the impact of Covid-19 on 
an already depressed economy; increased 
competition from other media, specifical-
ly emerging digital media; an arguably un-

transformed advertising industry; and an 
undervaluing of community radio.

Past policy weaknesses, in which broad-
cast licences were automatically granted in 
some instances, led to a duplication of com-
munity stations and intense competition to 
attract limited advertising from local govern-
ment and business. Community radio itself 
has been criticised, as many stations are 
unable to attract advertising support due 
to poor governance, resulting often from a 
lack of skills but also from an unfortunate 
culture of non-compliance. Aggravating the 
situation are the high signal transmission 
costs, and although a subsidy scheme was 
introduced, signal transmission remains the 
biggest cost for struggling community sta-

This vibrant and vital 

tier of broadcasting in 

South Africa needs to be 

urgently strengthened

By nadia Bulbulia

Executive director of the 

National Association of 

Broadcasters

facing the challenges 
in community radio

inside angle
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tions. The regulator has also embarked on 
an inquiry into signal distribution tariffs, 
but this process is likely to take some time 
to conclude.

The financial position of community ra-
dio creates other challenges. The inability 
to afford permanent, skilled staff results in 
a high staff turnover and over-reliance on 
volunteerism, while the lack of affordable 
independent listenership figures further 
undermines the trust advertisers place in 
community radio.

Developments in technology have pro-
vided community radio with tools to diver-
sify and increase listenership across plat-
forms, but the full impact of digital and the 
fourth industrial revolution on radio will 
remain an unknown for some time, partic-
ularly with the digital divide in South Africa. 

It is also generally accepted that given its 
universal reach and accessibility, FM radio 
will not be replaced by digital audio ser-
vices in the foreseeable future.

Recent tightening of the community 
broadcasting policy regime is welcome, 
with broadcasters having to operate as 
non-profit organisations for two years prior 
to applying for a licence, demonstrate com-
munity development and empowerment, 
and pre-register with ICASA to enable it 
to assess whether an applicant meets the 

minimum criteria for licence consider-
ation. The government draft White Paper 
on Audio and Audiovisual Content Services 
(2020) commits to a continuation of the 
three-tier system. As history has shown, 
however, the policy and regulatory envi-
ronment is fluid, and there is no certainty 
on when the white paper process will be 
finalised and how the community sector 
will be affected.

The unpredictability around revenue 
sources is intensified by the continued 
uncertainty of the economy. Besides the 
effect on advertising revenue, other ques-
tions have no clear answers, for instance 
will government increase its support of 
community broadcasting, and where will 
much-needed new revenue sources come 
from? 

In 2021 government funding of the 
MDDA was R33.8 million, while the con-
tribution made by commercial broadcast-
ers was R56.3 million. Requests for fund-
ing in any given year outweigh available  
resources. Government also indicated it 
would set aside a percentage of advertising 
spend for community media, but this has 
not materialised – will it ever happen?

For community radio to survive and 
continue to fulfil its mandate of giving a 
“voice to the voiceless”, it urgently needs 

strengthening across the board: from 
funding and revenue to skills and capacity 
building, content generation, marketing, 
financial management and utilising digital 
opportunities. 

Resources in South Africa are strained, 
particularly in training, development and 
capacity building, and the only way for-
ward is through partnerships and collabo-
ration to harness the expertise that exists 
in public and private institutions. The con-
tribution of Wits Radio Academy is a good 
example of the key role universities can 

play, particularly as partners to industry 
trainers and stakeholders. 

A question that also needs to be urgent-
ly addressed is how to anchor passion for 
community radio in those running the 
stations. How do we ensure that commu-
nity broadcasters stay true to their man-
date – remaining embedded in their com-
munities, providing meaningful content 
and information to empower community 
members, raising grassroots issues to the 
national stage and contributing to uplift-
ing the local economy by supporting and 
showcasing local businesses?

The stark reality for many community ra-
dio stations is that revenue sources come 
mainly from the “politics of the day”. The 
sector will therefore need to work with 
government and other stakeholders to find 
improved ways to resource the sector and 
ensure its viability into the future.

 

Recent tightening 
of community 
broadcasting 
policy is welcome, 
with broadcasters 
having to operate 
as non-profits for 
two years prior to 
applying for  
a licence
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the resilient vulnerability 
of independent newsrooms

Start-up and funded 
newsrooms can be resilient 
and innovative, but are 
vulnerable to sudden shock 
and dwindling donor interest
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By Kiri Rupiah
and Alan Finlay

Gaps in the mainstream 
news in the South African 
media landscape have 
meant that small, inde-
pendent newsrooms – 

many of them donor-funded – have played 
a prominent role in news production in ar-
eas such as investigative reporting, health 
news and human rights journalism for a 
number of years now. 

As newer start-ups such as The Outli-
er show, there are also significant oppor-
tunities in working with and visualising 
data. Others, meanwhile, are experiment-
ing with easy-to-understand explainers of 
complex stories and with alternative ways 
of “getting news out there”.

While our survey of nine independent 
newsrooms  suggests a sense of resilience 
and opportunity among the newsrooms 
surveyed, it also sketches a picture of 
newsrooms needing more capacity to do 
the job they want to do, and vulnerable to 
the sudden shock of funders withdrawing 
support or a gradual stagnation in donor 
interest over time. 

* Kiri Rupiah is a journalist at The Continent

organisation website what it does

The outlier https://theoutlier.co.za/ Specialises in using data to create public service stories and 
visualisations.

The Continent http://thecontinent.org/ A weekly news publication produced by African reporters, 
photographers, illustrators and editors. It is designed to be 
read and shared on WhatsApp and other social messaging 
platforms. 

Health-E news https://health-e.org.za/ Print and TV health news service providing content to South 
African news outlets.

Groundup https://www.groundup.org.za/ Reports human rights stories from across South Africa. Con-
tent, including photographs, free to re-use.

amaBhungane Centre for 
Investigative Journalism

https://amabhungane.org/ Investigative journalism organisation focusing primarily on 
exposing political corruption in South Africa and neighbour-
ing countries.

The Bhekisisa centre for 
Health Journalism 

http://bhekisisa.org/ Specialises in narrative, solutions journalism focusing on 
health and social justice issues across Africa.

explain.co.za http://explain.co.za/ Aims to make the news in South Africa more accessible to 
its readers by selecting relevant topics and producing sum-
maries, briefs and explainers. 

new Frame https://www.newframe.com/ Social justice publication (now defunct).

Daily vox https://www.thedailyvox.co.za/ Describes itself as “an independent project, not linked to any 
political establishment, nor any media house”. Focused on 
creating a platform for the voices of people most affected by 
events that are typically absent from the mainstream media. 
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newsrooms surveyed 

A total of nine independent newsrooms 
participated in our survey.  These included 
established and recognisable names (am-
aBhungane, GroundUp, New Frame, Bhek-
isisa, Health-E News and Daily Vox), as well 
as relatively newer outfits (The Outlier, The 
Continent and Explain). 

Both The Outlier and The Continent were 
set up after 2020 (i.e. during the course of 
the Covid-19 pandemic). While compiling 
this report, New Frame collapsed under 
some controversy when its single donor 
withdrew funding. The data provided by 
New Frame is nevertheless included in this 
summary of the survey’s key findings.   

Each newsroom was given a list of 14 
questions, which ranged from workforce 
capacity, newsroom experience and race 
and gender demographics, to salaries and 
news production capacity post-Covid-19. 
These were distributed electronically and, 
where necessary, follow-up questions were 
asked. 

The table  on the previous page sum-
marises the editorial focus areas of the 
newsrooms.
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no. of in-house 
journalists

6 5 4* 7 5 4 11 1 9**

no. of freelancers 15 1 Over    
300            0 1 10 to 

15

No 
fixed 
no. 

None On occa-
sion

Table 2. Number of in-house journalists versus freelancers. 
* Six more journalists work part-time for The Continent. ** Includes two fellows.

Survey findings 

The newsrooms show mixed dependency 
on in-house skills and freelancers to pro-
duce content 

As Table 2 shows, a total of 52 “in-house” 
journalists worked at the nine newsrooms 
surveyed, or on average 5-6 per news-
room. The biggest newsroom was the now- 
defunct New Frame. 

There was little consistency in their de-

pendency on in-house journalists and free-
lancers to produce content. The number 
of freelancers used to write news stories 
ranged from none to “on occasion” to hav-
ing access to a database of more than 300. 
In the case of Bhekisisa, three freelancers 
were used “in the past”.4

Three models of news production 
emerged: A high dependency on in-house 
staff and low dependency on freelancers 
(Outlier, Bhekisisa, Explain, New Frame, 
amaBhungane); a mixed-dependency mod-

el where newsrooms suggested a balance 
between drawing on the skills of in-house 
staff and freelancers to write the news – 4-6 
in-house journalists and 10-15 freelanc-
ers (GroundUp and Health-E News); and a 
model where content is outsourced. This 
last model was used only by The Continent, 
which drew on a freelance database of 
around 300, with about 10% of these writ-
ing content regularly. It could also be con-
sidered the model used by Daily Vox which, 
at least in its initial project conception, cre-
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ated a kind of citizen journalism platform 
for the voices of people most affected by 
events.

Some independent newsrooms appear to 
have been insulated from the financial 
crises faced by mainstream newsrooms 
during the pandemic

While many mainstream newsrooms 
were freezing salaries and laying off staff, 
three of the established newsrooms sur-
veyed were hiring (GroundUp, Bhekisisa 
and amaBhungane). The Outlier, The Con-
tinent and Explain showed leaps in staffing 
perhaps expected from start-ups (The Con-
tent and Explain are funded and The Outli-
er sustained through a collective that does 
consultancy work).  

Most salaries for staff and rates for free-
lancers had also increased. The survey 
showed that for four of the seven news-
rooms that operated prior to the pandem-
ic, staff salaries had gone up. For two, in-
cluding the now-defunct New Frame, they 
remained the same, and for one they had 
gone down. For three of the five news-
rooms able to comment, freelance rates 
had gone up, and for the other two rates 
had remained the same. 
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immediately 
prior to 2020 5 0 0 6 1 6 11 1 8*

2022 6 5 4 7 5 4 11 1 9

Table 3: Number of in-house journalists prior to 2020 compared to 2022. 
*As in 2022, an additional two fellows were part of the newsroom. 

The newsrooms remain vulnerable to 
dwindling support from donors impacting 
capacity, and to ‘sudden shock’

There also appears to be a relatively high 
degree of instability and vulnerability among 
the newsrooms. While the longer-term sus-
tainability of the newer newsrooms has yet 
to be proved, New Frame collapsed during 
the course of conducting this survey, put-
ting 11 journalists out of work. A number 
of newsrooms have also grown smaller over 
time. A survey we conducted in 2017  sug-
gests that Health-E News is now working at 

about half its editorial capacity compared 
to five years ago, when it had an editorial 
and news production staff of 10 (including 
a managing editor, news editor, multimedia 
reporter and head of TV). The size of the 
newsroom for Daily Vox has also diminished 
considerably since 2017, when our survey 
of newsrooms showed it had an in-house 
capacity of seven reporters. Our 2017 sur-
vey also showed that GroundUp then had 
an editorial staff of seven reporters, and 
Bhekisisa, then a part of the Mail & Guard-
ian, an editorial staff of eight journalists. In 
2017 seven journalists worked at amaBhu-

ngane, the only newsroom surveyed then 
that shows an increase in staff numbers. 

There were mixed results as to whether 
the use of freelancers had increased, de-
creased or remained the same since the 
pandemic. Three prominent newsrooms 
(Bhekisisa, Health-E News and amaBhun-
gane) were now relying on fewer freelanc-
ers to write content (3-5 fewer freelancers 
are regularly published by each of these 
newsrooms). While there had been no 
change in GroundUp’s use of freelancers, 
start-ups such as Explain and The Outlier 
now outsourced content to one freelancer 
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each, with The Continent relying on a significant da-
tabase of freelancers to produce its content.

While the pay journalists get appears to be robust 
overall, the salary base comparable to commercial 
newsrooms is, however, unclear. As one newsroom 
put it: “As a non-profit newsroom, we often can’t 
match the salaries offered by industry peers.”

Independent newsrooms appear to offer an 
opportunity to empower both black and women 
journalists. While some are able to mentor less 
experienced journalists in-house, they also rely on 
formal skills-building interventions

Although seniority in the newsrooms was not as-
sessed, or the methods of news management (i.e. 
vertical or horizontal, participatory decision-mak-
ing), the majority of journalists who wrote news 
stories for the news outlets surveyed identified 
as black (over 51%). This can be compared to 23% 
white, 15% identifying as Indian and 2% identifying 
as coloured or mixed-race (9% were unaccounted 
for in the percentages given by the newsrooms). 
Most of the news stories for GroundUp (85%) are 
written by black journalists.

An average of 64% of the in-house journalists 
were women or self-identify as female.   

While the answers to our survey question were 
not consistent, it can be said that of the total num-
ber of in-house staff in independent newsrooms, 
roughly 65% of those who write news stories have Independent newsrooms remain vulnerable to dwindling support from donors, impacting capacity

2020 2022
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more than five years of experience working 
as a journalist. The newsrooms with the 
most experience tended to be the more rec-
ognised, such as amaBhungane, GroundUp 
and the now defunct New Frame.

The Outlier, The Continent, Bhekisisa, 
Explain and Health-E News, all suggested a 
mix of experience in their newsrooms (be-
tween 30-50% with more than five years’ 
experience).

All except one of the newsrooms sur-
veyed (New Frame) considered their cur-
rent capacity insufficient to meet editorial 
targets. The answers ranged from simply 
needing more journalists (5), to needing 
more senior specialist journalists (2), to 
needing more capacity, but willing to work 
within current limitations in order to first 
achieve the newsroom’s editorial objectives 
properly (The Outlier, which works on data 
visualisation).

The extent to which the newsrooms of-
fer a useful space for capacity building was 
mixed. While overall it might be that small-
er newsrooms offer a useful opportunity for 
on-the-job mentoring, limited capacity – 
especially in specialist news fields – means 
that some newsrooms need experienced 
journalists to be able to work competently 
in their field of reporting. As one newsroom 
stated: 

We spend between 25 and 35 hours of 
editing per piece — that’s why we’ve got so 
little time left for other stuff. If we took on 
someone without any understanding of sci-
ence or narrative writing, those hours easily 
double. We stopped doing stories from else-
where in Africa two years ago because the 
editing per story (about 40-55 hours) took 
so long that we simply couldn’t cope with 
it any longer. Part of why the editing takes 
so long is because we do evidence-based 
reporting, so we need journalists to have 

an understanding of research methodology 
and it takes a long, long time to train and 
mentor them with that. 

However, other newsrooms suggested 
ongoing mentoring by senior journalists 
of less experienced news writers, includ-
ing through fellowships, internal facilitated 
workshops, formal opportunities for train-
ing run elsewhere6 and online training 
courses.  

endnotes
1  The newsrooms are for convenience de-

scribed as “independent” to indicate they 
are not part of mainstream news produc-
tion. 

2  An additional two that were approached 
either declined to participate or failed to 
after assurances they would.

3  Daily Maverick/amaBhungane (July 
2022) https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/
article/2022-07-27-new-frames-demise-
shines-a-light-on-china-aligned-unions-
parties-and-disinformations-networks/

4  It said that rather than using freelance 
journalists to write news stories, it now 
uses op-ed writers.

5  Wits Journalism (2017) State of the 
Newsroom 2017: Fakers and Makers. 
pp28-46 https://journalism.co.za/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2018/04/906-STATE-OF-
THE-NEWSROOM-2018-REPRINT-V3.
pdf

6  Training offered by the South Africa Me-
dia Innovation Program (Samip), the 
South African Editors’ Forum (Sanef) and 
the United Nations were mentioned. 

What happened at the Daily Vox?

The Daily Vox celebrated eight years of its existence in June 2022. It’s no small feat 
for a media start-up without a consistent source of revenue and with a great deal of 

turbulence in its management. 
Despite those obstacles, however, the brand survives, having built a good newsletter 

product on top of its existing website text content production. 
The Daily Vox, however, has just one journalist on staff, a result of a failure to find rele-

vant commercial and growth success. Its early promise was dimmed by my exit from the 
organisation when I was appointed to the editor-in-chief position at Mail & Guardian. 

Azad Essa, the second co-founder, exited the organisation shortly thereafter. Amid the 
organisational turbulence the start-up, which had built its brand and distribution strate-
gies on social media platforms, suffered severely when Facebook, in particular, changed 
its algorithms. 

However subdued, the Daily Vox endures with an average monthly readership of 50,000 
people and a newsletter distribution of 8,000.

Khadija Patel, co-founder of Daily Vox and chairperson of the International Press 
Institute 
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Small newsrooms are 

an opportunity for 

testing new ideas and 

for change

By kiri rupiah

Kiri Rupiah is a journalist at 

The Continent

inside angle

It is no secret South Africa’s media have 
been struggling for some time. Al-
though the country has long enjoyed 
having one of the most sturdy and 
independent media ecosystems in Af-
rica and enjoyed a high level of press 

freedom, an inability to address structural 
issues, combined with the effects of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, are putting intense 
pressure on the finances of news organisa-
tions. 

For a number of the newsrooms that took 
part in our survey, it has meant innovating 
in their niche. Although new titles have 
popped up and seemingly bridged gaps 
in some of the country’s media’s report-
ing blind spots – and while donor-funded 

newsrooms showed some resilience during 
Covid-19 – many are working off a low sal-
ary base and poor rates for freelancers. 
Some are treading water.   

At Daily Vox there is a single writer of news 
pieces because there simply is not budget 
to get more people to write. The size of the 
newsroom at Health-E News, once the bas-
tion of health reporting in South Africa, is 
also shrinking. Are we seeing a natural cycle 
of birth and stagnation, of what newsrooms 
that depend on donor funding are likely to 
face? 

For a lot of media workers who experi-
enced the volatility of mainstream media 
newsrooms, the unpredictability of income 
and the ever present threat of retrench-

ments mean self-employment is a far safer 
bet. Start-ups offer one way to stay em-
ployed; even if they do not pull in the sala-
ries journalists expect, they offer potential 
for growth – perhaps even rapid growth. 

For the newer publications, it is reassur-
ing to note that some, such as The Conti-
nent and The Outlier, have managed to 
start during a crisis and look set to survive 
post-Covid. But it is still not clear whether 
these “digital-born” organisations will find 
the news ecosystem hospitable and stable. 
Funded journalism can work – but it still 
takes some time and a level of trustworthi-
ness and reliability to become sustainable 
and even profitable. And it is not without its 
risks. It might be safer for each of these or-

innovating in a niche
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ganisations to have a hybrid funding model 
to avoid the fate of New Frame.

When New Frame first appeared on the 
media landscape four years ago, it seemed 
like a journalist’s dream. Resources were 
plentiful; everyone was left to do their proj-
ects without the pressure of social media re-
porting and high-pressure deadlines. Jour-
nalists employed there were often veterans 
from other publications who were keen to 
build what their previous employers could 
not, with the threat of layoffs ever present 

and journalists being exploited.
But New Frame showed the danger 

in “standing on one foot” with a solitary 
funder. Money can be there, but it will not 
always be there, as so many have found out 
the hard way. 

New Frame also suggested that even for 
independent newsrooms, the costs of pro-
duction can be high – although the extent 
to which this was facilitated by a suggested 
surfeit of resources is unclear.  In a rebut-
tal of a piece outlining the outfit’s demise, 

its editor, Richard Pithouse, revealed, “[b]y 
June this year, the monthly cost of running 
New Frame was more than R2.5-million. 
The overall cost — in average terms — for 
each article that we published over the last 
four years or so was more than R20,000. 
After close to four years of daily publish-
ing, with around 5,000 articles up on our 
site, we had an abundance of extraordinary 
accolades from extraordinary people, but 
we had failed to build a loyal audience of a 
meaningful size.”1

For some newsrooms, freelancers are of-
fering a means for organisations to plug the 
holes by keeping costs low, and alternative 
models of news production. The Continent 
covers the whole African continent and, to 
avoid parachuting in reporters when news 
happens elsewhere, it commissions people 
where they are. Paying freelancers fairly 
and competitively will be the next hurdle.

Keeping newsrooms sustainable requires 
blending traditional editorial expertise with 
an understanding of how to create viable 
products that fit your audience. It also of-
fers an opportunity to break the bad habits 
of the past by empowering women journal-
ists more and elevating them to positions of 
seniority. Some newsrooms, such as Bheki-
sisa and Health-E News, show this (65-80% 
of their staff are women). 

While the “juniorisation of the news-
room” has often been used as an insult and 
in some quarters a racist dog-whistle to 
mask the infantilisation of senior reporters 
and editors who are not white, it has been 
encouraging to note the number of media 
workers in the survey who have more than 
five years of experience. “Junior” is also not 
necessarily bad. Often the journalists who 
are and think “digital first” are young, fresh 
out of school and willing to learn and adapt 
to an increasingly digital news environ-
ment. In a fast-changing technological en-
vironment, what some call “digital natives” 
– those who grow up embedded in the flux 
and flow of new technological innovation – 
are critical when it comes to innovation.  

Instead of using “juniorisation” as a slur, 
here is an opportunity for a skills exchange 
of sorts to happen between more and less 
experienced media professionals. Small 
newsrooms offer an opportunity for this 
kind of innovative practice. 

endnotes
1  Daily Maverick (July 2002) https://www.

dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-07-
21-new-frame-achieved-much-but-was-
also-an-unworkable-proposition-given-its-
very-high-costs/

The final issue of New Frame, announcing its own demise

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-07-21-new-frame-achieved-much-but-was-also-an-unworkable-proposition-given-its-very-high-costs/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-07-21-new-frame-achieved-much-but-was-also-an-unworkable-proposition-given-its-very-high-costs/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-07-21-new-frame-achieved-much-but-was-also-an-unworkable-proposition-given-its-very-high-costs/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-07-21-new-frame-achieved-much-but-was-also-an-unworkable-proposition-given-its-very-high-costs/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2022-07-21-new-frame-achieved-much-but-was-also-an-unworkable-proposition-given-its-very-high-costs/
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It is fair to say the closure of New 
Frame sent shockwaves through 
the journalism microcosm of South 
Africa and elicited a torrent of com-
mentary around the pitfalls of do-
nor-funded journalism. 

In their initial press release, New Frame 
attributed the closure to “unsustainable” 
donor funding combined with the “capture 
of the infrastructure of the public sphere 
by big tech” (read Facebook, Amazon, Net-
flix and Google – or FANG for short).

While the closure of New Frame viscer-
ally demonstrated the need for diversi-

ty in funding sources, it is not enough to 
consider diversity of funding sources from 
the perspective of a single media organisa-
tion. Instead, given that some of our most 
important and in-depth investigative and 
specialist journalism is currently supported 
by donor-funding, we need an “industry” 
overview of who funds who, to assess the 
real vulnerability of our independent me-
dia.

A quick desktop review of the funding 
sources of some prominent independent 
journalism organisations is instructive, if 
not unexpected. (See table overleaf).

It shows that some of the centres for 
specialist reporting in South Africa in the 
form of Bhekisisa, amaBhungane, Ground-
Up and Daily Maverick are all funded by the 
behemoth Open Society Foundation (more 
on this donor below), with three of them 
also receiving funding by the South African 
philanthropic organisation the Millennium 
Trust. As a fundraiser it is encouraging to 
note that there are no other common do-
nors beyond those two, given that donors 
can and do shift focus from time to time.

A quick review of amaBhungane’s public-
ly available audited financials (it is notable 
that they are the only outlet that provides 
this level of financial transparency) shows 
they are 91% donor-funded, with the re-
maining income largely coming from indi-

* Juliana Thornton is the former donor liaison for Wits Centre for Journalism (WCJ) 
and played a founding role as development director for the Centre for Collaborative 
Investigative Journalism (CCIJ)

inside angle trends in donor-funded 
journalism in south africa

There is a need to look 
at the bigger picture of 
donor-funded journalism 
if we are to ensure the 
sustainability of some 
of our most important 
reporting

By  Juliana thornton*
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vidual donations through the website and 
the crowd-funding platform, GivenGain. 
Millennium Trust, Open Society for South 
Africa, Luminate and the Raith Foundation 
provide 72% of their total income. These 
donors have thus influenced some of the 
biggest stories in recent years including 
the Gupta Leaks, the Lottery investigation 
and exposés on Jacob Zuma and Ace Ma-
gashule.

The problem with this is not editorial 
independence, or the country’s indepen-
dence (as some in the ANC might con-
tend): editorial independence is secured 
through diversifying donors, being trans-
parent about sources of funding and being 
clear with donors about where you draw 
the line on your own editorial integrity (as 
amaBhungane does). Many media funders 
have strong positions on the independence 
of the organisations they fund anyway, be-
lieving in the function of an independent 
media in a democratic society. The prob-
lem is the cross-media exposure of differ-
ent media outlets to a single large donor 
when it makes changes to how it works.  

The Open Society Foundations (OSF) – the 
“world’s largest private funder of indepen-
dent groups” – have offices and institutes 
scattered all over the world. Prior to their 
restructuring this year, non-profits in South 

Africa might have received funding from 
either the OSF Programme of Independent 
Journalism (PIJ) based in London, from the 
South African office (OSF-SA) or, for work in 
the southern African region more broadly,  
from the Open Society Institute of South-
ern Africa (OSISA). Starting last year, how-
ever, they embarked on an extensive reor-
ganisation and consolidation which will see 
all of their funding consolidated under a 

single “One Africa” office; and while noth-
ing is confirmed yet, it seems this office is 
likely to be based in East Africa. The move 
threatens to dilute funding for South Afri-
can journalism outlets, and there are also 
concerns that this may lead to a disregard 
for the very different contexts of different 
countries on the continent.

We should also not presume that funders 
will instinctively prioritise developing coun-

tries when changes are made. Many com-
plain about the impact of FANG stealing 
advertising revenue from local media – a 
red herring, others argue – but the real 
complaint should be about the relatively 
minuscule amounts some of them put back 
into media development. For example, 
the Google News Innovation Fund. Given 
Google’s global impact, the distribution of 
funds to Africa is minuscule compared to 

amaBhungane Daily Maverick Bhekisisa Groundup

Millennium Trust Open Society Foundation Bill And Melinda Gates 
Foundation

Cameron Schrier Foundation

luminate (formerly the 
Omidyar Foundation)

Millennium Trust Open Society Foundation’s 
Public Health Programme

Sigrid Rausing Trust

open society for south 
Africa

Donald Gordon Foundation Hivos Open Society Foundation

Raith Foundation Vital Strategies National Research Founda-
tion

Millennium Trust

Bertha Foundation roy McAlpine charitable 
Foundation

Canon Collins Educational 
and Legal Assistance Trust

Yellowwoods Foundation

Table 1: Top five income sources (>ZAR150K) with common donors highlighted
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the support for the development of media 
innovation in its own, already media-satu-
rated home country.

The Google Innovation Fund currently 
funds in four “regions” –  North America,  
Latin America, Asia-Pacific and then, all 
bundled into one “region”, the Middle East, 
Turkey and Africa (or META). Funding per 
organisation for North American applica-
tions can be up to USD300 000 each, but 
funding for “META” organisations goes up 
to only USD150 000.

In addition there is often the perception 
among large donors that South Africa – 
even though we are part of Africa – is not 
as deserving of donor funding, given that 
there are so many other countries on the 
continent that are much worse off than us 
economically and politically. Hence, the 
worry that with the consolidation of the 
Open Society Foundations for Africa into 
one East Africa-based office, we may not 
make it onto the list of developing coun-
tries they want to fund.

This vulnerability can be managed. For 
example, amaBhungane ensures that no 
single donor covers more than 20% of an-
nual operating budget. This is, however, 
more difficult for a start-up with no track 
record, or media that want to innovate in 
a niche area of reporting or content devel-

opment where there may be, for now, little 
donor interest.

In my work – much of which includes in-
troducing and explaining the intricacies of 
fundraising to journalists, and justifying it 
as a worthwhile professional endeavour 
that is not (always) about Golf Days, CEO 
SleepOuts and bake sales – I find it useful 
to break the concept down into different 
“kinds” of money, all of which need to be 
worked for in different ways depending on 
where the money comes from, and all of 
which have strings attached.

In this way, donor funding is no more or 
less sustainable than other types of rev-
enue; it just needs to be worked for, and 
does require some re-tooling and re-staff-
ing of the newsroom. Mia Malan, the ed-
itor-in-chief at Bhekisisa, has done some 
excellent work on the kinds of restructur-
ing required1 when running a donor-fund-
ed newsroom. In the post-Covid era, and 
in the context of increasing geo-political 
tensions, however, we are likely to see rap-
id shifts in donor agendas and attention, 
as we are seeing with the Open Society  
 

1 Mail & Guardian (October, 2018) https://
mg.co.za/article/2018-10-30-00-the-reali-
ties-of-donor-funded-journalism-mia-mal-
an-african-journalism-studies/

Foundations. This requires a mac-
ro perspective, or bird’s eye view, 
of the shifts and trends in donor 
strategies, which will inevitably ex-
pose the vulnerability of some of the im-
portant media outlets in our country.

https://mg.co.za/article/2018-10-30-00-the-realities-of-donor-funded-journalism-mia-malan-african-journalism-studies/
https://mg.co.za/article/2018-10-30-00-the-realities-of-donor-funded-journalism-mia-malan-african-journalism-studies/
https://mg.co.za/article/2018-10-30-00-the-realities-of-donor-funded-journalism-mia-malan-african-journalism-studies/
https://mg.co.za/article/2018-10-30-00-the-realities-of-donor-funded-journalism-mia-malan-african-journalism-studies/
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How easy it would be to despair of the quality 
of reporting around the Road Traffic Manage-
ment Corporation’s (RTMC’s) South African 
Fatal Crashes in Context research paper. Yet 

it can be celebrated: as a teachable moment it is of ex-
treme value for those of us who argue that newsrooms 
need to invest in data literacy training for all their staff. 

Without rehashing the whole story, as it has been 
covered in a few places now (including by the author 
of this piece), RTMC released an interesting report dat-
ed December 2021 which contained data about one of 
South Africa’s most serious public health problems, fa-
tal road accidents. The report was unusual in the gran-
ularity of the data it contained, including the age, co-

how the data is adding up
Newsrooms need to invest in data skills – 
and understand their own data – to build 
reader trust and reliable, profitable news

By Adam oxford 
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lour, make and model of vehicles involved 
in fatal accidents. It was good, responsible 
research filled with caveats about the prob-
lematic nature of the data, namely that 
data capture around fatal accidents is so 
bad that for one in three incidents we do 
not even know what cars were involved. 

There were many ways the report could 
have been used to generate story ideas. For 
example, one in six vehicles on the roads is 
more than 20 years old, in a country where 
roadworthiness tests are not conducted 
annually as a matter of course.

Yet in almost all the coverage the report 
received, and it received a lot, journal-
ists homed in on one table: the one that 
showed VW Polos were involved in more 
fatal accidents than any other vehicle in 
the (problematic) dataset. Much hilarity 
ensued, with headlines along the lines of 
“It’s confirmed, VW drivers are the worst”, 
and phone-in lines being overwhelmed 
with stories about how it is always Polos 
that shoot red lights, drive at 180km/h or 
cut you off on roundabouts.

Not only were all of these interpretations 
wrong, they were dangerously wrong. 
What the report actually said, in the data 
table and in the words of the report itself, 
was that VW Polos are the most common 
car on the road by a considerable margin, 

so we would expect them to be involved 
in more accidents. In actual fact, VW Polos 
were involved in slightly fewer fatal acci-
dents than we might expect over the time 
period studied, given their popularity.

To be fair, the “VW owners are bad driv-
ers” angle was the one provided by the 
RTMC’s own press release, but what are 
journalists for if not to fact-check media 
statements?

If you could spare the 60 seconds it took 
to write an Excel formula that divides the 
total number of accidents by the total 
number of cars, you would see there is no 
particular make or brand favoured by bad 
drivers. Road deaths are outrageously, un-
acceptably high across the board.

So yes, as a teachable moment it is valu-
able for those of us who train journalists 
to interpret basic data from published re-
ports. It demonstrates the importance of 
relative numbers, the dangers of confirma-
tion bias and why treating numbers as crit-
ically as any other source is vital to getting 
the story right.

To be clear, this is not what we would 
typically think of as “data-driven journal-
ism”. There is no hard technical data col-
lection, cleaning, analysis or striking visual-
isation required to understand a story like 
this: it is just one of many stories in  any 

given week that require “data literacy” to 
understand and communicate accurately 
to our audiences.

There is no beat left in which journalists 
do not have to deal with data such as this 
in their work, almost every day. If the lega-
cy of Covid-19 is that we have all become 
armchair epidemiologists, it is also that we 
have all become familiar with terms such 
as “rolling averages” and “R numbers”. And 
even if they never wield an Excel sheet in 
anger in the course of their coverage, the 
audience analytics dashboards on which a 
modern newsroom depends are unavoid-

able and mostly misunderstood.
Some 10 or so years ago, when your au-

thor’s time was mostly spent reporting the 
antics of Google, Apple, Facebook et al., 
a peer from the BBC remarked that they 
no longer referred to themselves as “tech 
journalist”. Since, they reasoned, there was 
no aspect of modern living that did not 
involve “more computing power than the 
Apollo lander” (as the favoured analogy of 
the day went), it was impossible to report 
on anything without some understanding 
of what was once a niche issue. “We are all 
tech journalists now,” they said. 

Whether we like it or not, the same is 
true of data. We are all data journalists or 
data-driven decision makers now, or we 
should be if we want to do our job well. 

At least that is what I am going to argue 
over the next few pages. 

The year in data 
journalism

While data is often misunder-
stood in the South African 
media, it is no better or worse 

than other geographies, and the challenges 
should not distract us from the incredible 
work being done locally. 

Putting aside the data-driven coverage 

There is no hard 
technical data, 
cleaning, analysis 
or visualisation 
required. It is 
just one of many 
stories in any week 
that require  
‘data literacy’
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of Covid-19, perhaps the most remarkable 
example of data journalism in the past 12 
months was News24’s Out of Order proj-
ect, published in the run-up to the 2021 
local elections. 

This remarkable undertaking aimed to 
give readers a tool with which they could 
compare municipal performance over time 
in different areas of the country. Those at 
the top end of the scale (0-100) could be 
said to be doing a good job, while those at 
the bottom were in danger of collapse.

Creating a single score for comparing 
the City of Johannesburg with the Ubuntu 
municipality could be seen as a little reduc-
tive, to say the least, but the researchers 
behind Out of Order made it as objective a 
measure as possible by combining 20 dif-
ferent metrics, ranging from financial per-
formance to levels of poverty and service 
delivery. 

“The original idea was to do something 
like the nuclear clock,” explains Andrew 
Trench, former editor of News24 and group 
editorial director at Tiso Blackstar, who led 
the project as a freelance consultant. The 
project was always going to be ambitious in 
scale, but Trench says it was tougher even 
than expected.

“It was far more manual than I thought 
it would be,” he says. “We essentially had 

to create a lot of the dataset from scratch. 
We thought we were going to scrape some 
websites, write a little code and maybe ac-
cess an API or two, but it turned into hun-
dreds of hours of work going through stuff 
line by line.”

It was clear, Trench says, that significant 
amounts of the data available about mu-
nicipal performance are not regularly scru-
tinised despite being in the public domain: 

“Finding reliable data was the biggest chal-
lenge. Even what comes out of Treasury has 
inconsistencies and does not make sense.”

Understanding the context for numbers 
that do not stand up proved tough, Trench 
continues. Were they being deliberately 
manipulated, badly recorded or – in some 
cases – might they be correct? If service de-
livery rates are recorded at 110% of the lo-
cal population, is it because the data about 

population numbers is out of date?
Alongside News24 politics and investiga-

tions teams, more experts were drafted in 
to help understand problematic data areas 
and assist with interpretation. The end re-
sult, Trench says, was worth it.

“There was really good feedback from 
readers,” he says. “We saw a lot of grass-
roots campaigners picking things up and 
using them in the last two weeks of the 
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elections campaigns. We also saw commu-
nity newspapers referring to it.”

One might reasonably argue that it is 
one thing for deep-pocketed News24 to 
embark on a wildly ambitious project such 
as this and a wholly different proposition 
for a smaller, struggling newsroom. Trench 
counters that the return on investment has 
been more than worthwhile, since the tool 
produces value in multiple ways. 

“The investigative team were able to use 
the numbers we found to build more sto-
ries,” he says. “We also saw impact when 
municipalities contacted us to ask us to 
update the data now that it was more vis-
ible. The ecosystem of content generated 
by it would be [valued] in the millions [of 
rands].”

There are many examples of similar “ev-
ergreen applications” that can be used 
more than once to anchor coverage, and as 
an internal resource for the newsroom. It 
takes time, patience and the ability to think 
outside of the news cycle, but “you want to 
be smart in what you build”, Trench says.

Looking elsewhere, it is also impossible 
to talk about good data journalism in South 
Africa without mentioning Media Hack, 
whose painstaking work turning complex 
numbers into compelling narratives has 
been both highly visible, such as its globally 

acclaimed Covid-19 dashboards (which ap-
peared in many a government press confer-
ence), and behind the scenes, working with 
a wide array of publishing and training part-
ners. In July 2021, Media Hack launched a 
new website and newsletter, The Outlier, 
which aims to help “people to understand 
the world around them a little bit better” 
through regular publication of data-driven 
storytelling. Media Hack is growing its head 
count and number of partners, showing 
that good business and good journalism 
can go hand in hand for news startups. 

Media Hack co-founder Alastair Ot-
ter says that too often data journalism is 
equated with the production of infograph-
ics, rather than a real understanding of data 
as a source for storytelling. Not all data, for 
example, is useful or interesting.

“One of the big challenges is that trainees 
often struggle to find stories in the data,” 
Otter says of participants in workshops. 
“More experienced journalists tend to be 
better at doing this. There is also often a 
difficulty in understanding what is useful 
data versus just noise, and getting people 
to understand the value of structured data 
and how it can help in their day-to-day re-
porting.”

Newsroom managers also struggle to 
understand how to unlock the long-term 

value of work such as Out of Order, in part 
because data journalism has been oversold 
as a “silver bullet” for solving some of the 
crises in traditional media business models.

“If we really want to see more data jour-
nalism being done in legacy newsrooms, 
then we need a campaign to educate man-
agement on the benefits and the return 
on investment,” Otter says. “This would 
go hand in hand with practical training for 
specific reporters in the newsroom em-
powered to do data journalism. Data jour-
nalism needs to be seen as both a skill and 
a business model. We have newsrooms 

that specialise in breaking news, and oth-
ers that focus on investigative journalism or 
video content. Data journalism is no differ-
ent and needs to be seen as core capability 
and focus for a newsroom, so expectations 
can be matched to output and impact.”

Back to basics

If Out of Order was the standout data 
production of the past election, all news-
rooms should be thinking about their 

investments in basic data literacy ahead of 
the next one. 

You do not have to be a data journalist 
to know that the chances of the 2024 cam-
paign not being even more brutally fought 
and statistically manipulative than the last 
are slim to “none at all”. 

The big themes that will dominate – un-
employment, inflation, healthcare, mi-
gration – are defined by complex number 
crunching, and if we look back to the pre-
vious general election we can get a small 
taste of what is in store for us this time 
around. 

The biggest surprise of 2019 was, argu-
ably, the success of the Vryheidsfront Plus 
(VF+) in picking up seats in eight provinces. 
In the third paragraph of its 2019 manifes-
to, and in much of its campaign literature, 

There is often 
a difficulty in 
understanding 
what is useful data 
versus just noise, 
and getting people 
to understand how 
structured data can 
help their reporting
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the VF+ claimed there are “11 million un-
documented migrants” living in South Af-
rica. This number did not pass any kind of 
“sanity check”: Is one in six people sitting 
near you right now an undocumented mi-
grant? Do we really think there are more 
undocumented migrants in South Africa 
than in the US? 

The source for the VF+ claim was, some-
what regrettably, a news report on a 2018 
speech by Minister of Police Bheki Cele. 
While some speculated that he misread a 
decimal point, it underlines that journalists 
cannot afford to let a single figure go past 
them unchallenged, no matter the source.

Despite heroic attempts to correct gen-
eral understanding about the number of 
migrants, documented or undocumented, 

living in South Africa, a year later the then 
mayor of Johannesburg, Herman Mashaba, 
added another four million to that total. 
Another year later StatsSA took the highly 
unusual step of publishing a statement ad-
monishing the press for still not reporting 
accurately on the subject and misunder-
standing basic numbers. Fast forward an-
other 12 months to today, and Operation 
Dudula is in full swing with anti-foreign 
sentiment seemingly worse than ever.

A cardinal rule of data analysis is to not 
over-interpret causality, but it is hard not 
to see these individual elements as part of 
a larger pattern of truth twisting and wilful 
misreading of numbers to further political 

agendas.
For the record, the data shows there are 

around four million documented and un-
documented migrants living in South Afri-
ca (although it is hard to be sure), and it is 
much like any other country in the world: 
inward migration directly contributes to 
higher GDP, job creation and tax revenue. 
Far from stealing jobs, migrants are more 
likely to create them.

As a warm-up to prepare for fact check-
ing the next election, newsrooms can prac-
tise on the first publication of data from 
the 2022 Census, due towards the end of 
the year. The importance of this data dump 
is hard to underestimate, and it is widely 
expected to reveal changes in the demo-
graphic and geographic makeup of the 
country that have been mis-estimated 

over the past 11 years. It is safe to assume 
that as StatsSA and its partners begin to 
distribute the results, journalists will need 
to keep a watchful eye out for nefarious 
cherry picking or misrepresenting the num-
bers – especially about migrants.

Data is still the 
new(sroom) oil

Returning to the topic of “silver bul-
lets” for solving the business model 
of news, while data journalism in and 

of itself is not one, it is a key ingredient of 
the firing powder. 

Finding or creating meaningful data, 
communicating it clearly and accurately, is 
vital for building trust with our audiences. 
And trust is, in turn, the primary commodi-

ty being traded in the business model 
being heralded as the new “silver 

bullet”: reader revenue. Closing 
the circle, and building read-

er-friendly, audience-cen-
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tric, choose your buzz word here, news 
websites needs a deep understanding of 
how to use data within the organisation 
too.

There are very few newsrooms left in 
South Africa that are not pursuing reader 
revenue as a primary source of sustain-
able income, whether via subscriptions 
and pay walls or memberships and dona-
tions. It cannot be said often enough that 
if we want readers, who have access to a 
near infinite amount of information free of 
charge, to effectively volunteer to give us 
money, they have to trust us first. 

As this year’s Reuters Institute Digital 
News Report points out, it is not a coinci-
dence that News24 now emphasises trust 
as its core brand message, and key to the 
phenomenal growth of its subscriber base. 
According to the same report, South Afri-
cans still have an unusually high degree of 
trust in news organisations, 61% compared 
to a global average of 42%, but even these 
numbers need to be treated with care as 
the report makes clear it is not representa-
tive of the whole country.

Getting basic reporting wrong because it 
involves numbers that have not been thor-
oughly checked is a great way to lose that 
trust. Delivering ambitious, transparent, 
user-centric, data-driven investigations and 

applications is a great way to win it (and 
demonstrate value for money).

There is a lot a newsroom has to do in 
order to win trust, from delivering accu-
rate journalism to a user experience that 
is at least where Netflix was 10 years ago 
in terms of quality of design. A set of best 
practices for achieving these things is 
emerging under the broad catch-all, “prod-
uct thinking for news”, which is now taught 
at many major US universities as a profes-
sional development or post-grad course, 
and has given rise to an active and open 
community called News Product Alliance. 

Product thinking is an attempt to bring 
together learnings from digital product 
design, audience development and Ag-
ile methodology, and drawing from the 
realms of ecommerce and entertainment, 
without compromising editorial integrity 
and quality journalism. As the News Prod-
uct Alliance’s mission statement puts it, 
“aligning editorial, audience, business and 
technology strategy in news organisations 
is hard work”. 

One of the foundational principles of 
product thinking is that while there is a 
set of best practices for building towards 
newsroom sustainability, their application 
is unique to every newsroom. There is no 
one set of audience metrics, search en-

gine optimisation techniques or subscrip-
tion messaging that works for everyone: 
rather it is an ongoing process that values 
incremental changes delivered through ex-
perimentation, evaluation and really good 
communication between different teams 
within the business.

At its heart, it requires editors and man-
agers to be able to interrogate data about 
their own organisation as thoroughly as 
that provided by a whistle-blowing source. 
How do we know readers are understand-
ing this story to the end, or that this sub-
scription campaign is resonating with the 

readers most likely to spend? How do we 
even know who those readers are? 

Most of this information is captured in 
basic website analytics, which are in turn 
either viewed at a very reductive level 
(page views and users) or buried in over-
whelming daily data dumps shared with 
all and sundry. Clarity and understanding 
require us to turn our data-storytelling tal-
ents on ourselves.

From reader needs to 
audience accelerators

Perhaps the most important expres-
sion of this is the Reader Needs Mod-
el pioneered by Dmitry Shishkin at 

the BBC World Service in 2017. 
For those not yet familiar with it, Shishkin 

categorised the digital output of the ser-
vice into six buckets of reader needs: “Up-
date me”, “Give me perspective”, “Amuse 
me” and so on. 

By comparing output (overwhelmingly 
skewed towards breaking news “Update 
me” stories) with what was actually being 
read on site (overwhelmingly skewed to-
wards “Keep me on trend” and “Give me 
perspective” stories), the argument was 
made that fewer resources should be spent 
producing high-velocity output content 

South Africans 
still have an 
unusually high 
degree of 
trust in news 
organisations, 
61% compared to 
a global average 
of 42%
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and more on in-depth reporting, analysis 
and explainers. 

Shishkin recently published a five-year 
retrospective of the model, with evidence 
that the new data-driven strategy at BBC 
Russia has worked (or at least had, up un-
til February this year). The organisation 
was publishing far less, but reaching two 
to three times more people in almost all 
reader buckets. Although the initial proj-
ect was experimental and relatively small 
in scale, the methodology has propagated 
throughout the BBC and into many other 
newsrooms around the world.

Product thinking puts the audience at 
the centre of decision making, and uses 
data to infer their needs. In doing so, it can 
provide hard evidence for doing more of 
what news editors profess to want to do, 
and less of what they do not. But the appli-
cation of a model like this will, as suggest-
ed above, result in unique observations for 
every newsroom: decisions that worked 
for the BBC might not be right for you. You 
have to adopt the approach, not the re-
sults.

The scale of interest in the field of prod-
uct thinking is hard to overstate. There are 
dozens of courses, conferences and accel-
erator programmes designed to build prod-
uct-thinking capacity in newsroom teams, 

and many South African organisations have 
benefited from them already. Whether 
it is long-term engagements such as The 
Membership Puzzle Project, short term 
INMA or WAN-IFRA sponsored Zoom ses-
sions, or funding and on-the-job support 
offered through initiatives that take their 
cue from start-up accelerators, there is a 
product-teaching programme for your or-
ganisation out there.

Julia Harris, now the Maverick Insider 
membership manager at Daily Maverick, 
took part in the 2021/22 Meta Journalism 
Accelerator Project while in her previous 
reader revenue role at Arena.

“A lot of companies say they are da-
ta-driven,” Harris says, “but they really 
aren’t. The Accelerator was a really 
useful process for bringing teams to-
gether, breaking down silos and learn-
ing new ways of using data. It’s easy 
to get lost in the weeds in your day-
to-day job, hard to think differently 
about what you are doing.”

One important lesson was that it is very 
rare to do one thing and see huge change.

“We all want to see a 200% increase in 
subscriptions,” says Harris, “but the reality 
is that it’s one small gain at a time.”

Most people interviewed for this piece, 
although not all, agreed that training jour-

nalists to use data for their current job 
overlaps with the skills they will need as 
newsroom leaders across the organisation.

“It really helps that more and more peo-
ple from editorial backgrounds are coming 
into these [product] roles,” says Harris. 
“You can’t come from a purely business 
background and talk to editorial; you have 
to understand them.”

Governing the data

Two of the most significant funders 
of product thinking capacity-building 
programmes are Google and Meta, 

and to describe their relationship with pub-
lishers as “problematic” is something of an 
understatement. A Competition Commis-
sion inquiry is currently under way into the 
impact of these platforms on the South 
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African ecommerce ecosystem, and indus-
try body Publishers Support Services (PSS) 
is using its submissions to advocate for an 
Australian-type outcome, in which big tech 
compensates news companies for use of 
content in search and social media results.

“One of the key challenges has been 
the absence of data from Google or Meta, 
which limits our ability to extrapolate what 
fair compensation would be,” says Hoosain 
Karjieker, CEO of Mail & Guardian and chair 
of PSS.

This data does not just relate to the of-
ten murky commercial activities of big tech 
firms, and how much they currently earn 
from advertisers in South Africa. It also ex-
tends to the difficulties newsrooms face 
in adapting to algorithm changes that can 
de-emphasise content. Changes to the way 
Facebook displays news articles have an 
enormous impact on publishers’ ability to 
reach readers. Remember the sudden piv-
ot from video a few years ago? Now it is 
killing off its podcasting and audio content 
business, after a year of encouraging pub-
lishers to invest. An even bigger effect has 
been felt as Google quietly retires its AMP 
codebase following legal challenges in the 
US, after years of telling news publishers it 
should be preferred over even HTML.

“This remains a significant challenge,” 

says Karjieker. “Publishers are forced to 
employ skilled resources to pre-empt algo-
rithm changes, and that come at significant 
costs, impacting on the commercial viabil-
ity of publishing houses. These resources 
would be better spent enhancing news-
room capacity.”

In other developments around data gov-
ernance, South African publishers may be 
breathing a sigh of relief that although the 
Protection of Personal Information Act is 
now fully in force, the information com-
missioner has not yet issued more than a 
sternly worded reprimand in extreme cases 
of data breaches involving millions of peo-
ple’s personal information. For reference, 
in the first six months of the General Data 
Protection Regulation coming into effect in 
the EU, at least one R8m+ fine was handed 
out, along with many smaller penalties for 
transgression.

Although there are glimmers of hope, 
media houses should not start celebrat-
ing just yet. Reuters’ Digital News Report 
2022 found evidence from Europe and the 
US that one in five readers does not trust 
news organisations with their personal 
data. Since getting readers’ contact details 
is a vital first step in turning them into sub-
scribers, this is potentially hampering the 
ability to grow reader-revenue businesses.

A round-up of contemporary data gover-
nance issues also would not be complete 
without mentioning two Google-related 
changes which are well signposted, but 
likely to catch publishers unprepared: the 
phasing out of third-party cookies from 
Google Chrome and the closure of Google 
Analytics in its current form in favour of a 
new product with the same name, some 
of the functionality, but which requires a 
whole new skills set to use. 

Train, then train  
some more

Data literacy, data storytelling, da-
ta-driven design, data-driven deci-
sion making, data governance: this 

document mentions the word “data” more 
than 50 times, or once in every 80 words. 
But to take you back to the original prem-
ise, this discussion is not about data at all. 
It is about literacy, journalism, storytelling, 
design, decision making and governance: 
data is just another essential skill for all of 
these now. 

So there is a call to action: that publish-
ers must invest in this skill if they are to suc-
ceed. 

The technology for all of these things 

is no longer a differentiating factor – it is 
mostly available at commodity costs or for 
free. The differentiating factor, as with ev-
ery other aspect of the news business, is 
the people who use it. In the vernacular 
of the business school, your unique value 
proposition, your competitive advantage, 
is your people. 

You have to provide them with the train-
ing and skills they need to remain trust-
worthy, competitive and able to do their 
jobs. 

Give it to your editors and managers, and 
they will create better content and make 
better decisions. Equip your young jour-
nalists with it today, and they will be better 
storytellers, product owners or whatever 
new role emerges tomorrow. This is not a 
pitch for business (although I will give you a 
reasonable rate), just a plea for action.
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The purpose of the following 
analysis is to determine the 
main inhibitors to free report-
ing when journalists go out on 
assignment in South Africa. It 

uses South African National Editors’ Fo-
rum (Sanef) media statements1 pub-

lished over the past five years (1 Jan-
uary 2017 to 31 December 2021) as 

its data source.

A similar count of incidents using 
Sanef statements was recently conducted 
on behalf of several organisations2 for their 
submission on South Africa to the Univer-
sal Periodic Review (UPR) process at the 
Human Rights Council. It found there had 
been at least 59 incidents over the past 

five years in which journalists were pre-
vented from reporting freely while out on 
assignment. This was due to the actions 
of the South African Police Service; polit-
ical parties or groups and their support-
ers; communities where reporting occurs; 
and crime. The UPR submission states that 
these incidents “restrict the ability of jour-
nalists to perform their tasks properly, and 
therefore have direct consequences for 
freedom of the media and freedom of ex-
pression in South Africa”.3

Using this as a starting point, and using a 
more nuanced method of review, this anal-
ysis seeks to unpack the incidents report-
ed in more detail to better understand the 
vulnerability of journalists who leave the 
newsroom on assignment to report in the 
field. 

For an account of the methods used in 
this analysis, as well as the definition of 
terms used, please see Appendix 2.

out in public 
Journalists out on assignment in South Africa are most likely to 

be targeted by those whose interests they are meant to serve

By Alan Finlay
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Key findings 

•	 There were at least 70 incidents over the 
past five years where journalists were 
prevented from reporting freely while 
out on assignment, or just over one a 
month.4

•	No fewer than 27 newsrooms were im-
pacted by these incidents. 

•	 The actions of the police can be said to 
have posed the greatest threat to jour-
nalists reporting freely while out on as-
signment. However, this includes 2020, 
when the Covid-19 lockdown was an-
nounced, and tensions were high be-
tween the media, the police and SA 
National Defence Force (SANDF) troops 
deployed to help enforce lockdown reg-
ulations. 

•	Despite the media attention given to the 
actions of political parties or groups in 
harassing, assaulting or restricting jour-
nalists, the actions of the public limited 
journalists’ freedom to report while out 
on assignment notably more over the 
past five years. At the same time, crime 
can be said to have had an impact on the 
freedom to report similar to  the actions 
of political parties or groups. 

•	 The majority of incidents limiting the 
freedom to report involved assault. 

There was also a reasonable chance 
that attempts would be made to force 
journalists to delete their photographs. 
When incidents occurred, journalists 
were also most likely to be verbally ha-
rassed, robbed or prevented from at-
tending an event where it would be the 
norm for journalists to be present. 

•	When considering different reporting 
mediums, TV news crews can be said to 
have been the most exposed to incidents 
that limited the freedom to report while 
out on assignment. 

•	 Incidents involving threats from the pub-
lic were experienced in almost all of the 
provinces of South Africa over the past 
five years, with some concentration in 

Gauteng. This contrasts with incidents 
involving the police, political parties or 
groups, or crime.

•	Most incidents that had an impact on re-
porting in the field occurred in Gauteng, 
which had more than twice the number 
of incidents compared to any other prov-
ince. In particular, journalists appear to 
have been more vulnerable to crime in 
Gauteng than any other province. 

•	 The data also suggests the police and 
security forces took a much harder line 
against journalists in the Western Cape 
during the first year of the pandemic 
than in any other province.

Unpacking the 
reported incidents

Number of incidents 
As Table 1 shows, there were no fewer 
than 70 incidents over the past five years 
where journalists out on assignment were 
prevented from reporting freely. These can 
be categorised as due to the actions of the 
police, political parties or groups and the 
public, or due to crime. This averages more 
than one a month. 

The highest number of incidents oc-
curred during 2020, in part due to an in-
crease in incidents involving the police or 
security forces during the Covid-19 lock-
down. 

The table also suggests, however, that 
despite the high media coverage of politi-
cal parties or groups deliberately targeting 
journalists and preventing free reporting in 
the field, the actions of the public posed a 
greater threat to journalists on assignment. 

This includes incidents during service 
delivery protests, looting, riots or when 
journalists had to flee from a community 
hostile to the media. While the table shows 
there were more incidents of crime record-
ed than those involving political parties or 
groups, fewer newsrooms were affected by 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021  Total

Police 2 4 2 16 2 26
Political parties / 
groups  4 2 1 3 10

Public 6 2 4 5 3 20

Crime 2  4 2 6 14

 10 10 12 24 14 70

Table 1: Total number of incidents by year
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crime overall, given that incidents of jour-
nalists being robbed typically involved only 
one newsroom. 

Number of newsrooms 
affected 
There were at least 27 newsrooms directly 
affected by these incidents over the past 
five years that could be identified in the 
media releases. The number of newsrooms 
impacted is likely to be higher, however, 
given that there were 14 incidents where 
multiple newsrooms were involved, with 
only some or none identified. A further 
six incidents reported did not identify the 
newsrooms involved.5

Most affected newsrooms
As Table 2 suggests, the newsrooms most 
vulnerable to incidents that prevented 
journalists from reporting freely tended to 
be TV broadcasters. Of the newsrooms that 
could be identified, TV broadcasters were 
involved in twice as many incidents (30) as 
newspapers (15, the second highest media 
type).

 Police

Political 
parties or 
groups Public Crime Total

Multiple newsrooms (unidenti-
fied) 8 4 2  14

SABC  1 1 7 5 14

Newzroom Afrika 4  3 1 8

Single newsroom (unidentified) 6    6

ENCA  3 1 1 5

Daily Sun   2 1 3

BackpagePix   1 1 2

eTV   1 1 2

The Citizen 1  1  2

News24 1  1  2

Netwerk24  1 1  2

Student media 1  1  2

Freelance journalists* 1 1 2

Newsrooms identified in a single 
incident only

amaBhungane; ANN7; Daily Maverick; Eyewitness News; frayintermedia; 
Joburg East Express; KayaFM; Lowveld Media; Paarl Post; Pretoria News; 
Rekord; Sunday Times; Sunday Tribune; Weekend Argus

Table 2: Newsrooms identified in reported incidents. * For convenience, a freelance journalist is considered a “newsroom”
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Type of incident

Table 3 shows the type of incident report-
ed. As it suggests, most incidents  involved 
assault. The types of assault included  
rough-handling journalists (e.g. pushing 
and shoving), a journalist’s PPE mask being 
ripped off,6 a community journalist being 
repeatedly assaulted by police officers,7 
and  a journalist suffering a broken jaw 
when a brick was thrown through the pas-
senger window of his car.8

Across the incident types involving harm 
to persons, including being shot at by the 
police with rubber bullets, several incidents 
were serious enough to require medical at-
tention. 

The most serious injuries sustained ap-
pear to be a broken jaw, a broken leg and 
ankle suffered when fleeing police shoot-
ing,9 and wounds from rubber bullets, in-
cluding being hit in the face10 and at the 
back of the head.11

The data shows that journalists involved 
in incidents also faced attempts, primarily 
by the police, to force them to delete their 
photos,  which is in contravention of police 
standing orders.12

One incident of an all-women crew of 
journalists taken hostage for a period of 
time was reported. The report needs fur-

ther investigation, however, as the exact 
circumstances of how this occurred are un-
clear. Here it is counted as an incident of 
crime.13

Provincial spread of incidents
As Table 4 (overleaf) suggests, most inci-
dents that limited reporting while out on 
assignment occurred in Gauteng, the eco-
nomic hub of South Africa and the province 
with the highest population and most me-
dia concentration. This is followed by West-
ern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. 

The data suggests that journalists were 
most likely to be robbed in Gauteng (eight 
out of 14 incidents). Although not shown 
in this table, it suggests there were great-
er tensions between media and  police in 
Western Cape during the first year of the 
pandemic than in any other province. Eight 
out of the 14 incidents reported in 2020 
involving the police or security forces oc-
curred in Western Cape.

The data also shows that, unlike the oth-
er categories, threats from the public oc-
curred in almost all provinces over the past 
five years. 

 Police

Political 
parties or 
groups Public Crime Total

Assaulted  8 4 11 1 24

Attempts made to prevent  
photos being taken or forcing 
journalists to delete images 11 2 2  15

Verbally harassed (only) 1 5 7  13

Robbed or attempted 
robbery    13 13

Constrained from reporting 
freely (general) 6 4 2  12

Property or equipment 
damaged 1  5 1 7

Shot at with rubber bullets 5    5

Arrested or detained 3    3

Prevented from recording 
audio 2    2

Held hostage    1 1

Equipment seized 1    1

Table 3. Type of incident. More than one infringement – e.g. assault and arrest – may have 
been involved in a single incident
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conclusions

A notable finding of this analysis is the ex-
tent to which the actions of the public limit-
ed the freedom to report over the past five 
years. This appears to have been a more 
significant inhibitor to free reporting while 
on assignment than the actions of political 
parties or groups, even though incidents 
involving the latter received more media 
attention. Unlike the actions of the police, 
political parties or groups, or criminals, 
these incidents also occurred in almost all 
the provinces of South Africa.

This is not to say the targeting of journal-
ists and newsrooms by political groups is 
not a critical factor to examine in the polit-
ical context of South Africa, nor the impli-
cations of these incidents for media free-
doms generally; but it is to suggest that the 
public’s attitudes to the media, and the ex-
tent to which these inhibit the freedom to 
report, require much more attention than 
they have been given. 

This finding is further strengthened if 
one considers that 2020 – the first year of 
the pandemic, and a year that resulted in 
a notable number of incidents involving 
the police – was an “abnormal” year. It in-
volved the introduction of stringent lock-

down measures that had to be enforced 
by the police and the SANDF, and regula-
tions that were at least initially no doubt 
confusing to journalists and police as to 
what was and was not allowed. If one were 
to assume a year of relative normality for 
2020, the impact of actions by the public 
on the freedom to report while on assign-
ment would be far greater than that of the 
police. Moreover, crime can also be consid-
ered “something the public does” – if one 
were to categorise it as such, even with the 
lockdown, the public would have notably 
been the main inhibitor of free reporting 
while journalists were out on assignment. 

The extent to which the number of inci-
dents reported is high – or too high for a 
functioning democracy – needs to be de-
bated and compared to other countries 
with similar socio-political and economic 
profiles. It is clear that for much of the time 
journalists who go out on assignment are 
able to report freely, even allowing for un-
der-reporting of incidents. However, one 
needs to balance this perception with the 
real possibility that an incident may occur 
when journalists go out on assignment in 
South Africa, a country that is politically 
volatile and violent.

Some of the incidents reported were ap-
parently indiscriminate, such as protesters 

 Police

Political 
parties or 
groups Public Crime Total

Gauteng 7 1 7 8 23

Western Cape 9 3 3 2 17

KwaZulu-Natal 5 3 2  10

Mpumalanga 2  1 2 5

Limpopo   3  3

Free State 1  1 1 3

Eastern Cape 1  1 1 3

North West   2  2

Northern Cape      

Unidentified location     4

Table 4: Provinces where the incidents occurred
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assaulting journalists, and others were un-
predictable in that they had nothing to do 
with the story being covered, as in crime. 
Journalists even have to contend with the 
state turning on them, for example when 
police open fire using rubber bullets. In at 
least one incident there is the strong sug-
gestion that journalists were deliberate-
ly targeted.14 Moreover, there is the real 
threat that an incident may result in seri-
ous injury, and especially in the case of the 
use of rubber bullets, potentially death.

It is also important to emphasise that this 
analysis looks only at threats to journalists 
while out on assignment. 

It does not consider, for instance, the 
targeting of individual journalists by polit-
ical groups at their homes, the disruption 
of events where journalists are speaking 
(which Black First Land First did in 2017), 
workplace visits by crime intelligence or the 
targeted online threats journalists regularly 
face. It also does not take into account the 
harassment of journalists by the security 
establishment through surveillance – with 
the likelihood that this is more common 
than has been reported.

But if one considers only the threats to 
journalists leaving the newsroom to report 
on a story, South Africa provides a curious-
ly mixed example of media freedom – one 

where it feels as if the media is mostly free 
to do its job, but also where there is a rea-
sonably high level of unpredictability as to 
whether the freedom that does exist will 
be respected in the moment, whether by 
the police, the public or political groups.   
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untangling the 
spymaster’s web

In 2021, the South African Constitution-
al Court declared sections of the coun-
try’s main surveillance law unconstitu-
tional. 

The law, the Regulation of Intercep-
tion of Communication and Provision of 
Communication-related Information Act, 
or Rica as it’s more commonly known, reg-
ulates the circumstances in which people’s 
private communication can be intercept-
ed. Promulgated in 2002, shortly after the 
terrorist attacks on the US, it has not kept 

up with privacy protections elsewhere for 
communications intercepted by the state. 
The case, brought by the amaBhungane 
Centre for Investigative Journalism, was a 
well-deserved rebuke of the government’s 
failure to keep the law updated. 

The Constitutional Court judgment is a 
major victory for investigative journalism, 
and for society more generally. It strength-
ens the ability of journalists to conduct in-
vestigations without fear of being spied on 
by the state, unless there is a reasonable 

suspicion of criminality. However, the state 
can exploit other loopholes in the law to 
achieve this purpose. Until these loopholes 
are closed, journalists will not be complete-
ly safe. 

What were the big wins from the judg-
ment? Perhaps the biggest of all is that 
within 90 days of an interception direction 
issued by the special Rica judge lapsing, the 
subjects of communications need to be in-
formed that they were under surveillance. 

This is a major advance for transparen-
cy, as it forces the government to be much 
more circumspect about whom it spies on. 
If it is not, then people who were spied on 
for unjustified reasons can take the gov-
ernment to court for violating their privacy 

inside angle

The struggle’s not over to 
limit state surveillance 
of journalists despite 
a crucial win at the 
Constitutional Court

By  Jane duncan

* Jane Duncan is a professor in the Department of Communication and Media at the 
University of Johannesburg. She is author of Stopping the spies: constructing and 
resisting the surveillance state in South Africa (Wits University Press, 2018).
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and freedom of expression, including jour-
nalists, where the suspicion of improper 
spying may be even stronger. 

Another big win for journalists is that 
the spy agencies that apply for intercep-
tion directions (and there is a closed basket 
of agencies that can) need to tell the Rica 
judge if the direction is for journalists’ com-
munications. This will prevent the agencies 
from lying about whose communications 
are being intercepted, which has happened 
in the past. The judge can then scrutinise 
the applications with this disclosure in 
mind. 

That the spy agencies can lie about appli-
cations to the Rica judge is made possible 
by the inherently one-sided nature of the 
process followed by the judge. Applications 
are dealt with on an ex parte basis: in oth-
er words, in deciding on the merits of an 
application, the judge only gets to hear the 
spy agencies’ version of events. 

Under discussion in other parts of the 
world is the possibility of including a spe-
cial advocate in such processes, as this 
person can represent the interests of the 
interception subject or the broader public, 
thereby making the process more inter-
rogative. The Constitutional Court did not 
want to prescribe what measures the new 
Rica could include to address this problem, 

but instead has left it to Parliament.
The Rica judge is also not sufficiently in-

dependent from the appointing authority 
(the Department of Justice and Constitu-
tional Development) and the procedures 
for the storing and processing of intercept-
ed communications are not spelled out.

Also significant for journalists is that the 
government’s bulk surveillance capabili-
ties, housed in the State Security Agency’s 
(SSA) signals intelligence agency, the Na-
tional Communications Centre (NCC), have 
not been operating lawfully. 

This is because there is no founding law 
governing and limiting the uses of these 
powerful capabilities, which leaves them 
open to abuse. This lacuna has allowed 
them to be abused in the past. This means 
the SSA will find it much more difficult to 
use the NCC to bypass controls on targeted 
surveillance conducted in terms of Rica.

Other loopholes remain, however, 
and they can be (and it appears 
have been) exploited to spy on 

journalists and other politically inconve-
nient people. Perhaps the most important 
loophole is to be found not in Rica, but in 
the Criminal Procedures Act. 

Section 205 of the Act allows state agen-
cies to apply for a warrant if they can show 

that the information they seek is relevant 
to a case, and that information may include 
communications metadata (data about a 
person’s communications). This is a much 
lower standard than that of Rica, which 
requires these agencies to prove intercep-
tions are the investigative methods of last 
resort, and that there is a reasonable sus-
picion of criminality on the part of those 
under investigation. 

Governments across the world consider 
communications metadata to be less sen-
sitive than communications content, and 
wrongly so. Increasingly, metadata can say 
as much about us, if not more, than com-
munications content. In the case of jour-
nalists, it can be used to track their move-
ments and communications and infer the 
identities of their confidential sources. 

The Crime Intelligence division of the 
South African Police Service has reported-
ly attempted to use the Act to obtain the 
metadata of News24 journalist Jeff Wicks. 
Information has also been handed to 
News24 suggesting they have used an IMSI 
catcher (or  ‘‘Grabber’’ as they are called 
in South Africa) to spy on him, to try and 
identify his sources. 

Rightfully, the Criminal Procedures Act 
should be updated to tighten the priva-
cy protections for social and profession-

al groups that are particularly vulnerable 
to surveillance, including journalists. This 
could be achieved by requiring judges 
hearing section 205 cases to apply the new 
Rica standards set by the Constitutional 
Court, as well as those left untouched by 
the judgment. 

Grabbers are a form of mass surveillance, 
which means particularly stringent legal 
safeguards should be required for their 
use. As things stand, it is not even clear if 
the state applies for warrants before using 
them. In fact, it is not at all clear how in-
terception equipment acquired outside the 
Office for Interception Centres (OIC) is reg-
ulated. The OIC is regulated by Rica. 

The Constitutional Court judgment was a 
big win for investigative journalists and for 
society more generally, in limiting unwar-
ranted surveillance. However, the victory 
cannot be the last word in securing the 
rights and freedoms of investigative jour-
nalists against unlawful spying, even while 
it was an incredibly powerful and interna-
tionally significant start. 
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threats from police

• Two Wits University student journalists 
are hit by rubber bullets during stu-
dent protests over financial exclusion. 
The students, reporting for VowFM 
and Wits Vuvuzela, said they were 
ordered to leave the scene of the pro-
tests, but were nevertheless shot at by 
the police officer who gave the order. 
The students said they had clearly 
identified themselves as journalists (10 
March).

• Police arrest Newzroom Afrika Journal-
ist Ziniko kaMhlaba, who is covering 
elections in Soweto. According to the 

journalist, he was arrested for trying 
to interview members of the public 
outside a voting station. The journalist 
said his live crossing to the studio was 
interrupted by the police, who also 
chased and took phones from mem-
bers of the public who were record-
ing the incident.  KaMhlaba said his 
colleague was harassed, intimidated 
and forced to stop recording. He was 
detained for two hours and released 
without charge (1 November).

threats from political 
groups or parties
• Students aligned to the Economic 

Freedom Fighters (EFF) harass and 
prevent eNCA journalists from cover-
ing university protests over financial 
exclusion in Johannesburg. eNCA 
journalist Sli Masikane and her camera 
crew are shoved around and their cam-
era blocked. The EFF’s hostility towards 
eNCA dates back to December 2019, 
when the EFF declared that Daily Mav-
erick, its investigative unit Scorpio and 
independent investigative journalism 
unit amaBhungane would no longer be ap

pe
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1 sanef media statements on 

media freedoms from 2021
A summary of statements covering threats to media feedom during 2021
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“allowed” to cover EFF events or brief-
ings. eNCA took a conscious decision 
to stand in solidarity with its banned 
colleagues (16 March).

• EFF supporters harass eNCA journal-
ists and prevent them from covering 
a protest in Tokai, Cape Town. They 
were told to leave, and one supporter 
threatened them with a sjambok while 
another is heard in a mobile phone 
recording of the incident saying “we 
gonna teach you all a good lesson” (10 
June).

• Journalists are attacked, harassed and 
threatened by supporters of former 
president Jacob Zuma outside his  Nk-
andla home in northern KwaZulu-Na-
tal. SABC journalist Samkele Maseko is 
“attacked, strangled and slapped” by 
one supporter and his live broadcast 
is interrupted. Supporters taunted and 
swore at journalists and Zuma’s eldest 
son threatened to burn one of the me-
dia vehicles parked outside his father’s 
house (4 July).

Journalism ethics
• Concern is raised about ethical breach-

es in an opinion piece by veteran 
investigative journalist Jacques Pauw, 
published by the Daily Maverick. This 
after Pauw fabricated a story about his 
apparent arrest and detention by the 
police at the V&A Waterfront in Cape 
Town. The column was later retracted 
by the publisher and Pauw (17 Febru-
ary).

• Sanef meets with eNCA after allega-
tions of racism at the broadcaster. 
Sanef says it is concerned about the al-
legations being used opportunistically 

to further malign the media (7 March). 
• The Daily Sun incorrectly identifies an 

EFF leader as the perpetrator in a rape 
case opened in Sandton, Johannes-
burg. The police later state that the 
leader, who denied the allegations, 
was not a suspect (14 April). 

• Sunday World’s assignment editor is 
fired after a disciplinary process found 
him guilty of attempting to solicit a 
R1-million bribe with the promise of 
spiking a story (19 April).

• The editor-in-chief at Pretoria News, 
Piet Rampedi, authors a lead story in 
the newspaper and on the IOL web-
site, that states as fact that a Gauteng 

woman had given birth to 10 babies 
and broken the Guinness World Re-
cord. The news, which turns out to be 
untrue, goes viral across the world (8 
June).

• Journalists complain in a letter about 
censorship in the eNCA newsroom 
during the unrest and looting in Kwa-
Zulu-Natal and Gauteng after former 
president Jacob Zuma’s arrest (11 July).

• Opinion pieces defamatory towards 
the founder and editor-in-chief of Daily 
Maverick are published by Indepen-
dent Media. Sanef says the opinion 
pieces are the “latest in a series of 
attacks on bona fide journalists who 
have published articles about the 
troubled reign of Independent Media 
owner Iqbal Survé” (16 November).

• A freelance reporter working for EWN, 
Edwin Ntshidi, is elected as a propor-
tional representative councillor for 
Action SA in the City of Johannesburg. 
According to Sanef, he agreed to be an 
Action SA candidate while still working 
as a journalist, including covering mu-
nicipal elections for EWN (24 Novem-
ber).

online harassment 

• Reporter Lindsay Dentlinger receives death and rape threats following the 
publication of a video montage selected from some of her work in parlia-
ment (7 March).

• Daily Sun journalist Amos Malanites is bullied online after reporting on 
a rape case in Sandton, Johannesburg, and incorrectly identifying an EFF 
leader as a suspect. A police statement on the incident singles out the 
journalist for criticism (14 April). 

• The harassment continues on social media of two Lesedi FM journalists 
and two former SABC journalists. Unsubstantiated claims that the four are 
involved in a so-called “sex for jobs” scandal at the broadcaster first ap-
peared online in October 2021 (26 May).
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crime 

• An eNCA news crew is robbed at gun-
point by four men in Khayelitsha, Cape 
Town, while reporting on the lack of 
service delivery. Their equipment and 
cellphones are stolen (8 April).

• An SABC news crew covering violent 
unrest and looting in Gauteng after  
the arrest of Zuma is robbed in Alexan-
dra (11 July). 

• Westside FM 98.9 MHz crew in Kagiso, 
Mogale City, is robbed and a presenter 
held at gunpoint. Desktop computers, 
on-air and production computers, a 
speaker and three headphones are sto-
len. Westside FM was one of five com-
munity radio stations looted during 
unrest in KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng 
in July (24 August).

• A Newzroom Afrika team is robbed live 
on air while reporting in East London, 
Eastern Cape (2 October).

• A news reporter and cameraman 
from eTV are robbed at gunpoint in 
Khayelitsha, Cape Town. The reporter 
has a gun cocked in her face. Phones, 
laptops, camera, tripod bag and the 
contents of the boot of their car are 
taken (19 October).

• An all-women SABC crew are held 

hostage in Buffelshoek village outside 
Acornhoek, Mpumalanga. They man-
aged to escape unharmed (21 Octo-
ber).

• Eyewitness News reporter Than-
do Kubheka is attacked, kicked and 
robbed of her cellphone in the Winnie 
Mandela section of Tembisa. She was 
on assignment to gauge the communi-
ty’s priority services ahead of elections 
(reported 28 October).

threats from state 
security 

• African News Agency (ANA), part of 
the Independent Media group, admits 
it accepted money from the State Se-
curity Agency (SSA). It told the Zondo 
Commission this money “provided 
multi-media training for SSA analysts 
and interns across Africa” and was in-
tended to carry positive stories about 
South Africa and the government. This 
came after claims that R20 million 
was paid by the intelligence agency to 
ANA to influence the national news 
narrative and counter bad publicity 
around Zuma’s government. Claims 
are also made at the commission that 

the SSA provided funding for setting 
up a broadcast media company and to 
buy an online publication on behalf of 
others (27 January).

• News24 investigative journalist Jeff 
Wicks is allegedly illegally surveilled by 
Crime Intelligence. The publisher said 
Wicks was followed and his communi-
cations intercepted due to his coverage 
of  “internal turf” struggles inside the 
state security organisation. They said 
other journalists were  also likely to be 
under surveillance (8 March).

• Daily Maverick’s Marianne Thamm 
is targeted by a Crime Intelligence 
investigation into the alleged leaking of 
documents. Her house is burgled and 
her laptops stolen (20 March).

threats from the 
public 

• Two suspects are arrested after an 
assault on two journalists at Fish Hoek 
Beach. eNCA journalist Monique Mort-
lock had her PPE mask ripped off while 
trying to interview an anti-mask pro-
test organiser, while another journalist, 
Athi Mtongana from Newzroom Afrika, 
reportedly had her phone slapped out 

of her hand (9 February). 
• SABC radio news journalist Phanuel 

Shuma lays a charge of intimidation 
after the accused in a murder case 
involving two brothers and an alleged-
ly corrupt prosecutor visit the SABC 
offices in Pretoria, demanding to speak 
to him. They said they were unhappy 
with his reporting on the case. Prior 
to this, a witness in the case had been 
shot dead and the investigating police 
office had gone into witness protection 
(25 April).

• Journalists are attacked, harassed and 
threatened by supporters of Zuma out-
side his Nkandla home. SABC journalist 
Samkele Maseko is “attacked, strangled 
and slapped” by one supporter and his 
live broadcast is interrupted. Support-
ers taunted and swore at journalists 
and Zuma’s eldest son threatened to 
burn one of the media vehicles parked 
outside his father’s house (4 July).

• An SABC news crew covering violent 
unrest and looting in Gauteng after the 
arrest of Zuma is robbed in Alexandra, 
while the vehicle belonging to Newz-
room Afrika is badly damaged in Hill-
brow, near the Johannesburg CBD. One 
protester reportedly says of a News24 
journalist, “he will die today” (11 July). 



63STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2021

• Four community radio stations, Alex 
FM in Alexandra, Johannesburg; West 
Side FM in Kagiso, Mogale City; Mams 
FM in Mamelodi, Pretoria; and Intoko-
zo 101.2 FM in Umlazi, Durban, are 
looted and damaged during the violent 
unrest after Zuma’s arrest (13 July).

• Three SABC reporters are harassed and 
intimidated by members of the public 
while reporting on elections issues 
near the polling station in the hostel in 
Tsabeng, Tzaneen, Limpopo Province. 
The journalists were told to leave the 
area because the media was not wel-
come there (reported 1 November).

• Three SABC Lesedi FM journalists 
receive death threats and threats 
against their children for their cover-
age of local government elections in 
Free State province. The journalists are 
accused of being responsible for the 
ANC’s defeat in the Maluti-a-Phofung 
and Metsimaholo local municipalities 
(11 December).

threats from 
institutions or 
businesses 

• The Herald newspaper is barred from 
reporting on proceedings by the Health 
Professions Council of South Africa 
against a prominent endocrinologist in 
Port Elizabeth for allegations of sexual 
assault and rape levelled against him 
by former patients. This came after 
the newspaper named the doctor in 
previous coverage. Except in special 
circumstances, proceedings before the 
professional conduct committee of 
the HPCSA are open to the public (21 
January).

• The SABC is criticised by Sanef for a 
clause in staff contracts allowing for 
the monitoring of communications (3 
August). Three days later it removes 
the clause from staff contracts. 

Attitudes to the media of senior 
politicians and other public figures 

• Interim board chair and retired Constitutional Court Judge Zak 
Yacoob bullies and insults a Sunday Times journalist, calling her 
“rough and dirty” and asking questions in an “idiotic fashion”  (27 
January). 

• EFF member of parliament Mbuyiseni Ndlozi attacks SABC Edi-
tor-in-Chief Phatiswa Magopeni, accusing her of a “ruthless reign” 
after  the resignation of journalist Thandeka Gqubule-Mbeki (2 
May).

• The president of the ANC Women’s League, Bathabile Dlamini, 
attacks political editor at News24 Qaanitah Hunter on Twitter after 
News24 published an article critical of her. Dlamini accused Hunter 
of deliberately “spreading lies” and being “bankrolled” by a “mas-
ter” to “destroy the ANC” (13 May).

• President Cyril Ramaphosa continues to avoid taking questions 
from journalists after addressing the nation on matters of criti-
cal public interest live on TV. This criticism emerged during the 
Covid-19 lockdown, and again during the widespread unrest and 
looting after the arrest of Zuma (16 July).  

• ANC head of elections and Transport Minister Fikile Mbalula at-
tacks the SABC’s coverage of local government elections.  Mbalula 
blames the public broadcaster for the ANC’s dismal performance 
at the polls around the country, saying the SABC never showed the 
good side of the ANC but instead focused on negative service deliv-
ery issues in the municipalities the party ran (26 November).
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Method
The Sanef media statements were sifted 
for those that reported incidents inhibit-
ing free reporting while journalist were 
out on assignment. The statements that 
record these incidents were read for the 
following indicators, as far as they could 
be discerned from the statement: 
a) the number of incidents involving the 

four categories of actors inhibiting free 
reporting in the field over the five years 
(i.e. police, political groups, public, 
crime); 

b) the newsrooms involved;
c) the type of incident in terms of what 

happened to the journalists involved; 

d) the province in which the incident oc-
curred. 

Definitions
There are several important definitions 
and limitations to the methodology that 
are necessary to outline.

Reporting in the field or on assignment: 
It is the purpose of this analysis to try to 
identify key or likely inhibitors to free re-
porting when journalists go out into the 
field to report. Because of this, serious in-
hibitors to media freedom, such as online 
harassment and threats or state surveil-

lance are not included. At the same time, 
serious incidents that impact on media 
freedoms but do not involve journalists 
going out into the field to report are not 
included. These include the actions of 
Black First Land First (which targeted jour-
nalists in 2017, including at their homes 
and at events where they were speaking), 
and the disruption of a book launch by an 
ANC faction. 

Journalists: The term “journalists” here 
includes camera people and sound engi-
neers – all of the staff that go out on as-
signment. ap
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Public protest versus the actions of politi-
cal groups or parties: The actions of polit-
ical parties or groups refers, for example, 
to the actions of the Economic Freedom 
Fighters, ANC factions, AfriForum, Unite 
Against Farm Murders, or supporters of 
Jacob Zuma outside his Nkandla home. 
These show some measure of targeting 
journalists or being hostile towards jour-
nalists in a deliberate way, and under the 
banner of a specific political party, group 
or faction. 

The targeting of journalists by the pub-
lic tends to be less focused, deliberate or 
aligned to identifiable political groups, 
and often occurs in the heat of the mo-
ment such as during a public service de-
livery protest, during looting which re-
sulted from the arrest of Zuma or during 
an abalone protest in the Western Cape. 
Communities hostile to journalists trying 
to report are categorised as actions of the 
public. 

In three incidents the actions of pri-
vate security companies are recorded as 
actions of the public given that actions of 
security companies are not actions of the 
state.

Actions of the police and SANDF: In all in-
cidents, except during the lockdown due 

to the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, the ac-
tions of the police can be assumed to not 
involve the security forces. 

crime: In a number of incidents journal-
ists were robbed apparently after filing 
their stories. This would not have impact-
ed directly on their freedom to report. No 
distinction, however, is made in this analy-
sis between crime that prevented journal-
ists from filing their reports and crime that 
occurred after the fact. 

incidents: The number of incidents record 
a single event or happening which may in-
volve more than one newsroom and more 
than one journalist. 

Type of incident: The type of incident is 
recorded only once, even if it happened to 
more than one journalist in a single inci-
dent. For example, if a number of media 
houses were shot at by police, only one 
count of journalists being shot at is re-
corded. At the same time, some incidents 
may have involved more than one type of 
threat or violation. For example, a jour-
nalist might be assaulted and detained by 
the police, or verbally harassed and a de-
mand made that a journalist delete pho-
tographs.

Verbally harassed (only): This is indicated 
when only verbal harassment or threats 
occur. It is assumed that when assault or 
other harms to persons occur, these inci-
dents will also involve verbal harassment. 
These are, however, not recorded as in-
cidents involving verbal harassment. It is 
also likely that many incidents involving 
only verbal harassment are not reported. 

Limitations
•	 This analysis relies on Sanef media 

statements over the past five years. It 
is likely that a number of incidents that 
could be counted here are not reported 
by Sanef.

•	 In most instances, State of the News-
room summaries of these incidents 
were referred to (see past issues of 
State of the Newsroom for these). 

•	Despite the detail of most of Sanef’s 
media statements, further investigation 
is required into a number of incidents 
to determine the exact unfolding of 
events.

•	At least one journalist was murdered 
during the five-year period. This is not 
recorded in this analysis, however, be-
cause the extent to which it was related 
to his work is unclear. 
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3 press council complaints in numbers

As the number of complaints re-
ceived show, there has been a 
noticeable increase in the num-
ber of complaints received in 

2021, with a similar spike in 2020. 
According to the Press Council, the 2021 

total can be attributed to multiple com-
plaints being received for content pub-
lished in Sunday World (285 complaints in 
March 2021), against City Press (157 com-
plaints in July) and against The Citizen and 
News24 (22 complaints in March).

Of the total complaints received, the 
majority were declined. Only 4% of com-
plaints went to adjudication.

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

487 461 591 536 499 533 449 742 845

 resolved Declined Withdrawn/
deferred

Pending For adjudi-
cation

% 26 63 2 5 4

Number of complaints received, 2013-2021. Source: Press Council

Outcome of complaints, 2021. Source: Press Council
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4 demographics: editors and boards

Demographics of 
newspaper editors 

The demographics of the editors of 
a total of 39 national and region-
al commercial newspapers are 

shown in the tables at right, with per-
centages as of mid-2022.

As they suggest, there is an increase in 
the number of white women editors ap-
pointed to newspapers, and a drop in the 
percentage of Indian editors. However, 
gender parity is still not reflected in the 
count and the number of white editors at 
work does not reflect the demographics 
of the country (about 10% of the popula-
tion is white).

  % 2022 % 2021*  % 2020

Black 51 51 49

White 26 23 28

coloured 15 15 13

indian 8 10 10

Race of editors of South African newspapers. 
*Remaining percentage shared by black, coloured and Indian editors

  % 2022 % 2021 % 2020

Male 64 67 67

Female 36 33 33

Gender of South African newspaper editors 
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Demographics of 
board members 

The demographics of the board mem-
bers of 13 media companies (including the 
public broadcaster) are shown in the tables 
at right. 

As they suggest, although there have not 
been significant shifts in the racial compo-
sition of board members, there has been a 
slight improvement in the number of wom-
en who sit on the boards of media groups 
in South Africa. 

 % 2022* % 2021 % 2020

Black 39 38 39

White 30 31 30

indian 18 19 18

coloured 11 11 12

Asian 1 1 1

Race of board members. Remaining percentage shared by black and white board members

 % 2022 % 2021 % 2020

Male 71 74 72

Female 29 26 28

Gender of board members

the media companies 
researched are: 
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.
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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 per-

centage is shared by black, coloured 
and Indian editors. 

 

Gender Number 2021 % 2021 % 2020

Male 26 67 67

Female 13 33 33

Gender of editors of South African 
newspapers

Race Num-
ber 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 

State of the 
NewSroom 
2021
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