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The SA National Editors’ Forum (Sanef) thanks the Chairperson and the Portfolio Committee on Communications, for providing the opportunity to make a written submission on the Bill and to make this oral submission today. 

SANEF is a voluntary forum of editors, senior journalists and journalism trainers from all areas of the media industry in South Africa, whose primary aim is to promote the quality and ethics of journalism, to reflect the diversity of South Africa, and to champion freedom of expression. 

The institution has operated for more than 10 years and has frequently made representations to various bodies including the relevant portfolio committees in the National Assembly on issues relating to national legislation, the conduct of the media and of others including the authorities toward the media and on media freedom and freedom of expression. In upholding and maintaining freedom of expression and media freedom it is guided by the principle – which has frequently been stressed without qualification by judges of our courts and courts in other democracies - that those freedoms are vital core values of democratic governance and a country that does not abide by them cannot claim to be a democracy. 

It is our view for the reasons we have presented and will elaborate further on today that the Bill should not be proceeded with because it will have undesirable unintended consequences which go against the principles of public service broadcasting. We believe a de nova approach should be adopted whereby all stakeholders gather and devise a method whereby civil society makes the election of board members and calls on them to report to the public at large and not to parliament. In this way political influence and interference is reduced if not eliminated.

We quote several authorities – including some from Africa - which clearly state that a public service broadcaster must be independent of political influence – and that means not only the political parties but also parliament which is a political institution.

These authorities define the role of a public service broadcaster as that of an institution dedicated to act independently and to serve the public interest free of political influence.

Broadcasting, Voice and Accountability, an authoritative book published by The World Bank states: “It is generally accepted that public service broadcasting has a particular role to play in meeting public interest objectives and contributing to media pluralism, and that where broadcasting services are in public ownership they should be editorially independent of the state and the government of the day, managed in the public interest and accountable to the public they serve’’.

SANEF believes SA should lean in the direction of the sentiment of senior UNESCO official Wijayananda Jayaweera who stated: “public service broadcasters must be directly accountable to the public” (our emphasis) (UNESCO: Public Broadcasting, a comparative legal survey). 

SANEF’s written submission explains, in more detail the membership of the governing body.

We note the proposal by Communications Minister Dr Ivy Matsepe-Casaburri, that there should be a total review of the board selection process. She also stated that Members of Parliament should possibly be prevented from having any direct role in board appointments. 

This proposal if taken forward should include exclusion of officials from Dr. Matsepe-Casaburri’s department as well.

We believe that board appointments are crucial to the success of the SABC and it is clear that the current system fails the test of avoiding political interference and influence. The fact that the SABC is in crisis because of its board problems is an indication that the current system has failed in assembling an acceptable board and thus the system should be scrapped. 

Thank you,

Jovial Rantao

Chairperson 
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