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A free press stands

ACRIAN HADLAND

THE widely reported plan by promi-
nent govermment officials to seize
control of the Sunday Times and itg
barent company Johncom hag Ben-
erated much debate over whether or
not this is a sign of government
attempting to intervens in the
media,

The proximity of the named offi-
cials to the Presidency even Suggests
that this might e » plan by Presi-
dent Thabo Mbek fo gain direct con-
trol of one of the COUNtry’s Jmost
powerfui and influentiaj news.
papers and a few others hesidas,

So what is going on? And, what

ind of a threat doss this pose both
to a free press and to democracy?

I do not believe that being the
editor of he Sunday Times is the
retirement plan for post-presidential
Mbeki, nor even that the Eoni hMedia
Holdings deal to buy Johneom sig-
nals a new initiative tg tante what is
probably the COUNiTy's most o
spoken newspaper.

Indeed, Johncom has heen

chaired for years by a senjor ANC

official, Cyril Ramaphosa, who eon-
tinues to sit an the majority party's
highest decision-making body, the
national executive Coltmities,

It is true, however, that state
intervention in the media has been
on the rise for severa] Years now angd
the news of the Honi Media Hold-
ings deal reflects only the latest

instalment of a trend that has been-

WOrT¥ing media analysts and
freedom of speech activists for some
time,

" Ramaphosa is net the only ANC.
affiliated politician to assline a pow-
erful position at a local media cont-
pany, and the Koni “board” (Ronnie
Mamoepa, Titus Mafolo and Billy
dodise) would not be the last.
Think, perhaps, of Safiks Hoidings
mmwcqgmgmwmaummﬁﬂmggam.
the SABC's execntive management

“or of a.tv’s Marcel Golding.

EBut government intervention
may also be more subtle than re-
deploying cadreg on to media
boards. Governrment is one of the
couniry’s higgest advertisers, for
instance. This CONVEYs enormous
power: By 2004, the state was mwmmu.

between the g

ing R50 million Year on newspaper
advertising alone, making it the
sixth biggest advertiser behind
major retailers such as Pick n Pay
and Spar, and MTHN. .

Government continues to exert .
mressure and influence, in particy- |
Iar on smaller medis organisations, -
but aiso on the so-cailed “custom”
magazines that have so reguiary :
sacrificed journalistic integrity and
their cover stories for ad revenue,

Government has steadfastly -
refiised to scrap apartheid-era anti- -
press legislation (such as Saction 25 ;
of the Criminal Procedure Act of
1577 that forces journalists to revea) ;
their sources) and continues to ;
ntroduce draf legislation, such as :
the Fiims and Publications Amend- :
ment Bill, that has blatant anti-press
elements.

Further examples of Euvernment |
infervention: its launch of a propa-
ganda "magarine”, Vuk'uzenzele, |
with & circilation of more than a:
million; the fiasco of Parliament
being hounded intg recommending |
an SABC board with few media?
skills or credentiais; the blatant and ;
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government and an abuse of its powers

embarrassing political dimension
o the SABY's withdrawal firom the
Sowth African National Editors’
Forum (Sapefy, and Health Minister
Manto Tshabalala-Msimang's efforts
to sue the Sunday Times for inva-
sion of privacy

There are many mors examples
to the extent that growing govern-
ment intervention in the media is
more ohservation than argument.

But whal does it mean?

There has been 2 long history of
the ANC understanding the vower
and influence of the media.

For several years in the early
1990s, the organisaticon sericusly
contemplated launching ifs own
daily newspaper. The idea was even-
tually shelved on the grounds of the
cost, but also on the back of argu-
ments that a party that had to rely
on its own propaganda to stay in
power didn't deserve to be there.

There remains great frughration
within the ANC surrounding its
incapacity to regulate the print
media, borne out by renewed and
recent calis for the establishment of

.. amedia tribunal

The hosiility toward the print
media from government is all the
more strange given the media’s
almost total “boy-in" to a prevailing
consensus on government policy
and its overwhelming support for
the ANC,

There is plenty of data to support
both of these contentions.

Om the first, though, ask yoursaif
when last you read a newspaper or
heard a broadcast that argued either
for a substantial change in economic
policy called for ancther party fo
replace the ANC in govermament or
urged a re-engineering of the
country’s political or institutional
architecture?

The media has been gocd at iden-
Hifying culprits and villaing within
government, but these are largely
individuals being caught out for
mishehaving. There has been no
substantive challenge in the media
to the state or fo the ANG in the 13
years since democracy

Om the latter point, a survey 21
media content from 16 newspapers
and five television channels con-
ducted in the run-up te the 2004

glection found overwhelming suap-
port for the ANC. The survey, by rep-
utable company Media Tenor, found
both the Democratic Alliance and
the Inkatha Freedom Party were
portrayed negatively in the South
African media, unlike the ANC,
while the political coverage given to
the ANC was more or less eguivalent
to the coverage to the second, third
and fourth most popular parties put
together. Of all the party leaders,
Mheki received the most mmﬂEHmE.m
COverage.

And this was in the build-upto 2

national election.

But it is not just a basic misun-
derstanding that underpins the com-
bative and interventionist mien of
the state when it comes to the media,

There seems to be a considerable
degree of consensus among media
scholars and among political theo-
rists that suggests that the crux of
our problem is that there is no crad-
ible opposition party in the South
African political systetn.

A political party that dominates
cver the long term, even in a democ-
racy, gets lazy, greedy corrupt and

complacent. It centralises power in
an elite when democracy, by defini-
ficn, means that power should be

spread out to the people. It jealously -

eyes other centres of power and
contrives to undermine them If
strives to abandon accountability in
favour of patronage, Emﬁmﬂnm mﬂn
cronyism.

In ail of these, a fiee press is what |
stands between a powerful state, -

even a democratic one, and the
mwnmm of its poweer.

This latest scheme to seize con-
trol of an element of the media is
nothing new. It is merely a reminder,
a symptom, that our democracy has
a grave illnegs, There is no competi-
tHon in our politics, other than what
appears to be golng on within the
ruling party And a democracy with-
out opposition is likke 3 newspaper
filled only with propaganda. Itlooks
great, but in the end will canse only
frustration and despair

" Dy Hedland is a director af the
Human Sciences Research Council’s
democracy and gouernance research
programme. He wrifes in his personal
COpactiy
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