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1. Some observations on print media groups' performance on their B-BBEE scorecards

The performance of the four largest print media groups (Avusa, Media 24, Caxton and Independent Newspapers) in relation to their Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment (B-BBEE) scorecards is patchy. Avusa’s score is the strongest, as a Level 3 contributor, which improves the B-BBEE profile of the industry quite substantially. The others are between Level 4 and Level 5 contributors.
There is controversy about what is considered to be an acceptable performance, but Level 3 seems to be the benchmark among the better performers. Furthermore, a benchmark of 25% ownership is also to be found among the better performers. So the industry, with the exception of Avusa on certain aspects of its scorecard, is clearly lagging behind.

Generally, the elements of the scorecard that relate to the internal operations of the groups, such as ownership, management control, skills development and employment equity, are much weaker than those relating to external relations, such as socio-economic development and enterprise development. What is of particular concern is the weakness across the board in relation to skills development, with the Mail and Guardian newspaper being the strongest performer on this element of the scorecard. Its decision not to declare a dividend, but rather to reinvest the profits in the business, may be a contributing factor to its strong performance.

Skills development is an area that media houses may be tempted to cut back on in the wake of the global recession, but doing so because it is a soft target in the budget is both unwise and politically unstrategic in the current climate.

The print media industry is clearly struggling financially. Newspaper circulation across the board is in decline, which undoubtedly makes aspects of transformation difficult, especially ownership. Yet in the face of this decline, most of the media groups have reinvested in investigative journalism capacity, which has raised the bar on journalism standards considerably.

But to the extent that aspects of poor performance on their scorecards are within the control of the print media groups, then their respective leaderships have done themselves no favours by underperforming. They have opened the industry up to political attack for lack of transformation at a time when they least need it. The harsh reality is that, however relevant the content of the papers is, if the print media groups are out of step demographically with the rest of society, they will struggle to maintain their public legitimacy.

The industry's leadership has displayed a lack of leadership for failing to transform aspects of their internal operations during the ‘fat’ years of the early 2000's, and it is now facing the prospect of 

having to transform during the ‘lean’ years of the recession, and in an industry that is in long term decline. The challenges are great.

At the same time, those with axes to grind because they have been subjected to critical reporting must not be allowed to use this underperformance to argue for curtailment of media freedom on the grounds of lack of transformation.

2. Observations on the advantages and disadvantages of a charter for the print media

On the question of whether a charter is needed for the print media industry, it is too early to make definitive points about the need for such a document, but some preliminary points can certainly be made about the disadvantages of a Charter relative to the advantages. Some disadvantages are as follows:

· Charters are time consuming, so embarking on the development of such a document should not be taken lightly. Some charters have taken six to seven years to develop, or even longer.
· Discussions on charters are often fractious, which is largely why they take so long. Industry and government and even different sections of industry often deadlock on disagreements around transformation targets, especially ownership.

· Groups supportive of B-BBEE may push for higher targets than those contained in the B-BBEE scorecards. This may be tricky in the print media industry, given its economic vulnerability.

Some of the advantages are as follows:

· A charter would be useful in setting concrete deadlines and yardsticks for the meeting of transformation targets

· A charter would also help the industry to develop a common vision for transformation, which does not really seem to exist at the moment. To this extent, it could become an aspirational document for what kind of media South Africans want to see.

· A charter could also be used to promote a broader definition of transformation beyond the narrow confines of the B-BBEE scorecards. 
In this regard, the charter could develop targets that concretised the definition of transformation developed by academics Mashilo Boloka and Ron Krabill, who argued that successful transformation would be achieved when the media ‘reflects, in its ownership, staffing and product, the society within which it operates, not only in terms of race, but also socio-economic status, gender, religion, sexual orientation, region, language, etc. This is only possible if access is opened – again in ownership, staffing, and product – not only to the emerging black elite, but also to grassroots communities of all colours’. The problem with the dominant definition of transformation, as concretised in the B-BBEE scorecards, is that it can lead to an elite transformation, where a white elite is simply replaced by a black elite. It does not follow that if these changes take place, then transformative newsroom practices will flow from there. 
Also, the scorecards are generic measurement tools; they cannot measure transformation in the most important areas of the media's operations, namely content and audiences. There is no reason not to consider elements that speak to these dimensions of transformation in the charter. The financial services charter, for instance, included an additional element aiming to facilitate access to financial services. For instance, the drafters could consider the desirability of including an element that gives recognition to contributions to diversification of media, and promotion of a diversity of voices.
But at the same time, what must be resisted at all costs are any attempts to set quotas for coverage of underrepresented groups like women, the disabled, etc, as this will be problematic from an editorial independence perspective. Rather the charter needs to create an enabling environment for a diversity of voices to be heard, rather than ‘legislating’ content through quotas.

3. The need for a media diversity monitoring and evaluation tool

However, a charter that promotes diversification, rather an elite transformation, presupposes a common understanding of what constitutes media diversity. Many public debates on diversity are bedeviled by the fact that no measurement tool is available to assess the extent to which diversity actually exists, leading to positions being developed on the basis of subjective assessments. If the charter is to make a concrete contribution to diversification, then a media diversity monitoring and evaluation tool needs to be developed, and signatories could then be left to decide how to contribute to addressing the diversity problems addressed by this tool. This tool would also be of use to the Portfolio Committee on Communications in evaluating the effectiveness of the institutions it has oversight responsibility for, such as the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA). 

There are various tools that are available to measure levels of diversity and concentration: all have their strengths and weaknesses. Earlier versions of these tools were developed for broadcasting, but tools are also being developed that measure diversity in the converging media environment as a whole. 

Some of the most well known tools are as follows:

· The Herfindahl-Hirschmann Index, where the squares of the market shares of the competition in a market are calculated

· The Diversity Index, developed by the Federal Communications Commission. This index involves determining the weight (market share) of various media and weighing the outlets within the same medium. Each owner's share of the total availability of one class of media is then multiplied by the share of the total media market. The shares of the properties that are commonly owned (such as television stations or newspapers) are then added. The square root of this calculation is the Diversity Index.

However these tools are problematic in that they count the number of participants in a market, and not the diversity and dissemination of news; so they tend to privilege economic factors and not cultural factors.

There are other more empirical measurement tools, such a series of indicators that have been developed for the European Commission to measure media plurality in member states. The research team that developed these indicators identified five risk domains where pluralism was threatened, namely:

· Cultural pluralism in the media.

· Political pluralism in the media.

· Geographic/ local pluralism in the media

· Pluralism of ownership and control

· Pluralism of media types and genres

Indicators have been developed for all these domains to evaluate the extent of the risks.

These tools also relate to another domain of media regulation that cannot really be covered by a charter, as it is legislative in nature, involving statutory measures to limit concentration. There are clear trends towards concentration of media in South Africa that threaten local voices especially. 

4. A separate hearing on media diversity and concentration

In this regard, it is proposed that the Portfolio Committee on Communications holds a separate hearing on this matter, canvassing the following areas:

· An assessment of the state of diversity and plurality in the converging media environment

· An assessment of the effectiveness of the MDDA in realising media development and diversity

· The desirability of measures to limit media concentration.

· The development of media diversity and plurality indicators

· The effectiveness of the competition authorities in addressing media diversity.

