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The future of public service broadcasting in South Africa:
the need to return to basic principles

Pieter J Fourie”

Abstract

B |n this article it is argued that should the South African public service broadcaster, the South African

B Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), be expected to play a development and nation-building role in
the South African society, as it is mandated to do, then policy makers should return to the basic
principles underlying the philosophy of public service broadcasting. This needs to be done in a
changed media environment characterised by privatisation, internationalisation and digitisation, all
leading to increased competition and commercialisation. The argument is developed against the
background of a discussion on (1) the reasons for the decline of public service broadcasting, (2) the
ways in which public service broadcasters are responding, (3) an overview of the state of public
service broadcasting in South Africa at the time of writing (April 2003), (4) a motivation for why South
Africa needs a sfrong public service broadcaster and (5) what can be done to secure the future of
public service broadcasting in South Africa. A return fo the basic principles of public service
broadcasting as the only way out, is suggested. This would require a complete revision of South
African broadcasting policy.

1 Introduction

If public service broadcasting (PSB) in the Reithian sense of the word (cf. Scannell 1990) and
its values entail

the provision of an impartial space for free expression and open debate
the provision for all interests and tastes (plurality and diversity)

the provision for minorities

concern for national identity and community

competition in good programming rather than for numbers

the liberation rather than restriction of programme makers

universal accessibility

addressing audiences as citizens, not as consumers,

then public service broadcasting is on the decline.

Curran, Elstein and Gitlin (2002) opened the Internet debate, ‘Open democracy: public
service media — thinking for our time’, with the following summary of the state of public
service broadcasting:

Public service broadcasting is in the dock. What justifies it now? Originally defended as
a way of dealing with the limits of 1920s technology, it now operates in a world where
there is no technical limit on the number of broadcasting channels, and where
technology offers the prospects of ever greater choice and freedom of expression. Once
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defended on the ground that it alone provides programme diversity, it now confronts
expanding choice through the market’s niche channels. Once supported in the name of
programme quality, it now struggles to define just what quality is. Once defended as a
way to umpire pluralistic debate, it stands accused of cosiness with government and
corporate centres of power. (See also Giddens 1998, McChesney 1997, Tracey 1998.)

From this the following questions arise: Is the ideal of public service broadcasting
communication independent of both the government and the market misguided or
obsolete? Does new technology offer new ways to renew and redefine the mission of public
service broadcasting? Can and should a new deal be struck between public and market
values? If there is a place for public service broadcasting today, what is it? If not, what should
replace it?

These and related questions are the topic of serious academic discussions and concern about
the future of public service broadcasting. The challenge is to redefine public service
broadcasting in a changed world and media environment, and to justify its future existence.

The purpose of this article is to investigate guidelines for the securement of public service
broadcasting in South Africa. The point of departure is that South Africa, being a young
democracy with a multiplicity of cultures and languages and a history of racial conflict, now,
more than ever in its history, needs a strong public service broadcaster. If public service
broadcasting is to play a role in the development of the country, in the education of its
people and in the building of the South African nation, as it is mandated to do in the South
African Broadcasting Act (1999), then policy should be geared towards that end and not be
dictated by market trends.

In section two of the article, the reasons for the almost universal decline of public service
broadcasting and some of the ways in which public service broadcasters have reacted to it
are briefly discussed. In section three an overview is given of the state of public service
broadcasting in South Africa at the time of writing (April 2003). Section four addresses two
questions: Why does South Africa need a strong public service broadcaster? What can be
done to secure the future of public service broadcasting in South Africa? A return to the basic
principles of public service broadcasting revisited against the background of the changed
media environment is suggested. In the fifth and final section it is concluded that if the
South African government, public broadcaster and citizens are serious about the role public
service broadcasting can play in the development of society, and if they do not want the
South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) to slip away further, then an urgent review
of public service broadcasting policy is needed.

2 The decline of public service broadcasting: reasons and responses

It is generally accepted that public service broadcasting in the Reithian sense of the word (as
outlined at the beginning of this article) started to decline when the United Kingdom (UK)
and major European countries, followed by developing countries, began to adopt the United
States of America’s (US’s) system in which commercial broadcasting and public service
broadcasting are combined in a dual system, with public service broadcasting playing a
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significant but no longer dominant role. The process of deregulating the European audio-
visual sector continues until today with the inclusion of the audio visual dossier in the
framework of the World Trade Organisation (WTO). Despite renewed calls to safeguard
public service broadcasting, this will probably lead to the further commercialisation of public
service broadcasting.

The market-orientated approach, is based on the belief that the market is the only
‘democratic’ regulatory mechanism (cf. McChesney 1997:3). One of the results of the market-
orientated approach (or paradigm) was that the emphasis on broadcasting to inform,
educate and entertain, along with the notion of programme quality, moved to an emphasis
on satisfying commercial interests by giving the public what they want in an attempt to
maximise audience figures.

The adoption of this approach gave rise to concern that it could have a profound impact on
the role of broadcasting to provide

e citizens with information that would allow them to participate fully in their societies

e programming that would foster the development, curiosity and education of citizens

e programming that would tap the best of a nation’s cultural resources in literature, art,
drama, science and history

e programming that would express national and regional cultural identity (cf Blumler 1993).

Predictions for the future (2005 and beyond) are, among other things, that profitability will
continue to be the main driver. Content push and user pull will increasingly go hand in
hand. Branding will increase as content pull will change from ‘what do you have for me?’ to
‘T want you to provide me with this". Technological innovation will continue to be a driver,
including the expansion of the potential of broadband and mobile technologies and with
that the potential of information and communication technologies (ICT5) to lower costs for
content production, delivery and billing in relation to paying for specific content (cf Punie et
al. 2002:12-16).

The change in broadcasting philosophy was thus and is still accelerated by technological
developments that brought about digitisation, convergence of media technologies, and the
provision of new delivery platforms (cf. Chalaby & Segell 1999). This led, among other
things, to deregulation with, as a result, increased consumer choice, increased competition in
local and global markets, the rise of niche markets, an increased battle for advertising
revenue, and an increased battle to find new ways of funding.! As far as content is
concerned, it is argued that the market approach has led to increased popularisation,
repetition, less depth and less diversity despite the rise of the so-called niche channels.

As far as regulation is concerned, the main argument in the new paradigm is that regulation
should the contributions of technology over favour to the creation of a vibrant economy and
to the convenience of consumers. Freedom of expression is interpreted to mean, first of all,
diversity. Governments are increasingly seen not to intervene but to rely on the industry’s
self-imposed controls and perceptions of social responsibility.

Public service broadcasters responded to the new environment by changing their
programming strategies (eg new and popular programme formats such as game shows and
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talk shows of which the quality is more than often dubious), by moving towards thematic
channels and narrowcasting, by extending popular programme formats, by co-operating
with independent producers/joint ventures, by exploring supplementary sources of revenue
(apart from advertising, sponsorships, subscriptions, etc), by rationalising working practices,
by providing additional value-added services (eg time-shifting and extended coverage), and
by providing of services that go beyond traditional broadcasting, for example on-line
services.

To be able to do this, public broadcasters need to convince governments, competition
regulators and the private sector of the need to exploit public funds (eg licence fees) for
commercial ventures, the need to explore global multimedia enterprises as part of its public
service obligation, and to collaborate with commercial partners to provide commercially
funded channels and services.” The trend of mixed funding,’ however, was/is not met without
political hostility and opposition from the private sector.

Typical criticism is that public service broadcasters launch new commercial services in a
fragile and crowded advertising-funded broadcasting market; that the tendency in public
service organisations to separate commercial and public service activities are not necessarily
in the interest of fair trading; that there is too often a lack of accountability within public
service broadcasting organisations; and that there is a decline in the public service ethos
against the background of their growing commercial interests.*

In short, public service broadcasters are trying to merge two opposing paradigms. In the first
the emphasis is on public service broadcasting as a cultural entity crucially connected to
democratic and cultural objectives involving plurality, diversity and impartiality. It is guided
by legislation securing the social functions of public service broadcasting. In the second
paradigm, public service broadcasting is primarily seen to function in a media market
governed predominantly by free market principles, convergence of technology and
globalisation. Here the policy emphasis is on addressing technical and industrial issues (cf.
Steemers 2002).

The efforts of public service broadcasters to forge the merging of paradigms gave rise to
questions such as:

e Is it still possible to distinguish between public and commercial broadcasting?

e Why not leave public service broadcasting obligations to the private sector?

e If broadcasting is left to the market, will it necessary lead to market failure® in terms of
price control and access?

The opinion that only public service broadcasting can provide a balanced and impartial
public sphere is increasingly questioned as a motivation for its future existence. In this regard
it is argued that the broadcast environment is lately just as diverse as the print media,
offering a variety of views and opinions. Its audiences have become increasingly interactive,
changing the nature of broadcasting as a public sphere. Diversity and technological
developments, including media convergence, necessitate new ways of thinking about the
regulation of media ownership and cross-ownership. Ways in which it would no longer be
necessary to place public service broadcasting on a pedestal with regulatory and financial
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benefits that are increasingly seen to be unfair. (The argument that the private sector can
provide public services, and the question of whether there is still a need for public service
broadcasting, will be addressed in section 4.)

The dilemma facing public service broadcasters is thus clear. On the one hand, they have to
adhere to public service obligations. On the other hand, if they fail to rise to technological
and competitive challenges, they cannot afford their public service obligations and will lose
their audiences in the process. As Steemers (2002:19) formulates it:

if they seek to concentrate their efforts on popular programming, then they are bound to
be accused of neglecting their public service remit, which also threatens their claim to
licence fee funding. If they occupy the cultural high ground to provide those things
which commercial media do not, they risk marginalisation and cutting themselves adrift
from public support and ultimately adequate funds.

How has public service broadcasting in South Africa positioned itself within the new media
environment and with regard to this dilemma? In the next section a brief overview of the
state of public service broadcasting in South Africa is given.

3 Public service broadcasting in South Africa

South African public service broadcasting finds itself in the same position as public service
broadcasting in the rest of the world and most countries in Africa.® It is caught up between
two opposing forces: on the one hand, it is under the same global economic and
technological pressures as experienced in the developed world. As such, policy and some of
the developments in South African broadcasting follow those in highly developed countries,
where public service broadcasting is under pressure from economic and technological trends
contributing to increased competition. On the other hand, it is operating in a developing
country with the same economic, political, cultural and social problems facing all developing
countries. These are problems that necessitate a strong public service broadcaster committed
to the developmental needs of society, as will be argued later on.

3.1 Public service obligations

In its main broadcasting policy documents, the crucial role of South African broadcasting in
development and nation building is emphasised.” Since South Africa became a democracy in
1994, the main objectives of broadcasting policy has been to address

e inequality in infrastructure distribution

e inequality in resources allocation (frequencies, human resources and finance)

e inequality in language, cultural and educational programming (given that English and
foreign programming dominate the system)

e lack of diversity and choice

e lack of universal coverage and access.

This focus in policy is motivated against the background of the South African Constitution
which guarantees fundamental rights such as freedom of expression, the right to equality,



The future of public service broadcasting in South Africa 153

choice and diversity, the equality of all languages, and the right of all South Africans to
promote their cultures.

Public service obligations are clearly formulated for all three tiers of the South African
broadcasting system,? that is for the national public service broadcaster the SABC, and for
private (commercial) and community broadcasters. In the case of the public service
broadcaster it is emphasised that public service broadcasting should and could play a
powerful role in ‘the task of nation building and to construct a vibrant and democratic
dispensation fostering national and cultural identity, equality and respect for the
fundamental rights of all South Africans as enshrined in the new constitution” (cf.
Department of Communications 1998). It is also acknowledged that at this stage in South
Africa’s history, the majority of South Africans relies on broadcasting, usually radio, to meet
its needs related to information and entertainment.

Policy is thus clear about the need and support for a strong and committed broadcasting
service that

e should cater for the needs and aspirations of all sections of society, particularly the
underprivileged and historically disadvantaged

e should ensure universal availability and access

e should meet the education, information and entertainment needs of all the people.

This role is supported in the local content policy which is based on the premise that the more
South African broadcasting is defined by programmes about other cultures and from the
creative output of others, the less the ‘South African way of life’, values and contexts are
reflected.”

However, despite ‘state-of-the-art’ policy, the SABC is criticised for not living up to its
mandate. The argument raised in a Canadian policy document (cf. Canada 2001(a)) that ‘the
gap between policy and practice is such that the promise of public broadcasting in Canada
has more often than not been a pious wish’, also applies to South Africa.

3.2 Criticism against the SABC

At a conference in late 2000, organised by the South African Freedom of Expression Institute
(FXI) and entitled “Taking Stock of the SABC’, a wide spectrum of civic organisations and
trade unions were unanimous in their condemnation of the SABC as public broadcaster for
its failure to carry out its democratic mandate. As van Zyl (2002:3) observes: ‘The most
powerful and technologically advanced public broadcaster in Africa was condemned by the
very constituency that brought it into being.’

The SABC is criticised, among other things, for mismanagement, corruption and nepotism, '’
a drop in the quality of news and documentaries, and too few local productions. In short,
there is rising discontent that very little has materialised of the vision for public service
broadcasting as formulated during the years of the struggle against apartheid by the Jabulani
Group, the Campaign for Open Media and the Campaign for Independent Broadcasting.'*
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These groups foresaw a public broadcaster that would form the core of the broadcasting
system, set the standards for broadcasting in South Africa, be accountable to the people who
constitute its audiences and not only to its sources of funding, be responsible not only for
entertainment and unbiased information, but also for educational programming, and that
would reduce advertising as a source of revenue.

Concern about the community radio sector is rising.'* This sector was expected to play a
crucial role in development and nation building. Criticism is that very little has materialised
of communities” own involvement in community stations. Programmes increasingly tend to
focus on popular music and talk shows, making it difficult to distinguish between
community and commercial radio stations. Further concerns are that little to no training is
provided, that funding is insufficient, and that there is an antagonistic attitude on the part of
the SABC that tends to see community radio as threatening to its own radio base and its
advertising income (cf. van Zyl 2002:18).

As far as news and current affairs are concerned, the SABC enjoys considerable credibility
amongst its audiences. Almost 91 per cent of the adult population of South Africa rates SABC
news as (most believable), 77 per cent rates the electronic media as the most objective news
source. About 90 per cent is confident that the SABC news is unbiased and fair. As a source
of information, 76 per cent of the adult population relies on radio, 65 per cent on television,
19 per cent on newspapers, 3,4 per cent on magazines and 0,7 per cent on the Internet. By far
the majority of adults prefers local and regional news (cf SABC 2000/01).

However, when it comes to quality, the SABC is criticised for broadcasting too few current
affairs programmes and that news is offered in sound-bite formats that lack depth and a
diversity of opinions. The Media Monitoring Project, based on a content analysis,
recommended in 2000 that the SABC should offer more diversity of views and report in a
more balanced and fair manner (cf Media Monitoring Project 2000).

As far as local content goes, the SABC meets, and in some cases even exceeds, present
quotas, but the criticism is that this needs to be done without broadcasting repeats.
Furthermore, the quality of locally produced game shows and local music in terms of the
cultural and educational value of these genres is questionable (cf Mufweba 2002).

Of the original policy ideals to establish a curriculum-based educational channel nothing has
materialised as yet (except for joint private—public initiatives). Criticism against present
educational programming is that there is a lack of a clear definition and distinction between
adult, early childhood and non-formal public education (e.g. health, human rights and civic
education).

There is a general feeling of discontent among the African and Afrikaans language groups
that the SABC is doing and has done, far too little to promote their languages and cultures,
as the SABC has been mandated to do. This applies especially to television (cf. note 14 for a
breakdown of language services).

The splitting-up of the SABC into a dual system is seen to be a further step in the decline of
public service. Keeping in mind that the two entities will (according to the Act) be
administered separately (implying separate management teams and financial reporting
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systems), the argument is that, although the intention may be the promotion and self-
sustainability of public services, restructuring may lead to the situation in which the SABC is
even more unable to meet its public service broadcasting challenges. The dual system may
amplify existing organisational problems at the SABC which, despite its changed mandate
since 1994, has Tegressed into an over-managed organisation with one manager for every
three workers and thus less money for programming’ (cf. Duncan 2000).

Such an internal market approach (one entity being financially dependent on the other and
in which internal units trade with one another) does not necessarily lead to efficiency, but
more often to increased bureaucracy. Above all, it leads to an expensive infrastructure.
Within the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), for example, it is argued that these
changes contributed to huge financial and administrative expenses, and a bloated
management structure which lead to a situation in which money is taken away from the
core business, namely programming.

3.3 The SABC's struggle

In fairness to the SABC, it must be acknowledged that it has to operate in a far more complex
media environment than ever before in its history. Apart from managerial and organisational
problems, the main reason for not achieving the goals of its public service mandate is
increased competition due to technological convergence, privatisation, liberalisation,
commercialisation and internationalisation.'> On top of this, the SABC’s task is further
complicated by its legal mandate to cater for 11 official languages and their respective
cultures.' This is an unenviable task that has to be fulfilled with limited financial resources.

Less than 3 per cent of the SABC’s funding comes from government (cf Playing the game ...
2002). In the 2001-02 financial year the bulk (about 83%) of the SABC’s revenue was derived
from advertising and commercial sponsorships which, given the world-wide economic
decline, is under pressure. Television licence fees generated R355 million (compared to R345
million in the previous year)."” This means that only 70 per cent (compared to 64% in the
previous year) of the 6,3 million households with television sets paid licence fees. The SABC
calculated that 1,8 million viewers have not paid their television licences. In the previous
year, debt collecting agencies and external inspectors, (the utilisation of whom is going to be
increased) uncovered 70 898 pirate viewers. By so doing, R158,5 million was generated and
the piracy rate dropped from 36 per cent to 30 per cent. (Cf. Ensor 2002(a).) In the 2000-01
financial year,' this task had to be executed with a limited budget of R2 185 million, made
up as follows: advertising R1 444 million,"” sponsorships R243 167 000, licence fees
R344 726 000 and other sources of income R152 830 000 (cf. SABC 2000-01).

After being the monopoly broadcaster for more than four decades, the SABC now has to
compete with 14 private radio stations, 1 free-to-air private national terrestrial television
channel, e-tv,'® and MultiChoice,'’ provider of the subscription television channel M-Net
and the DStv (Digital Service TV) satellite bouquet with more than 50 channels including
BBC World, CNN, Sky News, National Geographic, Discovery Channel, MTV, various sport
channels (SuperSport), various niche channels, and various community channels including a
successful channel for the Afrikaans-speaking population, namely kykNET. Furthermore, the
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SABC has to compete with over 100 community radio stations of which about 80 are
operational.

3.3.1 Change in ownership regulation

It is predicted that the SABC has only begun to feel the impact of competition. Present
restrictive ownership regulations are about to change.”

Late in 2002 Icasa launched a discussion paper on the review of ownership and control of
broadcasting services and existing commercially sound broadcasting licences. Public
hearings on this paper started on 10 February 2003. Based on the hearings and submissions
received, the authority will publish a position paper and formulate written recommenda-
tions regarding possible amendments to the relevant Independent Broadcasting Association
(IBA) Act and the Broadcasting Act.

At the launch of the paper, the chair of Icasa said that the aim of the paper was/is to find
answers to the following issues: how to promote direct foreign investment; assist the
industry in continuing on a steady growth path and consolidate, whilst, at the same time,
promoting the policy goals of black empowerment and diversity of ownership; achieve goals
with regulatory mechanisms that are different or more effective than those currently
enshrined in the Act (cf. Icasa 2002). Nothing was raised about safeguarding the future of the
public service broadcaster in South Africa.

From the public hearings it was clear that most commercial broadcasters want the
regulations to be relaxed (cf. Star, 10 February 2003). The majority of broadcasters called for
the SABC’s commercial broadcasting services to be privatised so that the corporation
becomes a ‘pure’ public broadcasting service (cf. Mabuza 2003(a)). They are also in
agreement that they want to see an end to the SABC’s dominance of radio and television in
South Africa. Worded by Stan Katz, head of African Media Entertainment’s broadcasting
division, the corporation had an advantage over other operators in running 19 radio stations
and 3 television stations, making it the dominant player in broadcasting in the country. He
argued that ‘if we want a thriving, globally competitive broadcasting industry, we cannot
have the SABC raking in 62 per cent of the total advertising revenue in radio and television’
(cf. Classen 2003).

On foreign ownership, which is currently restricted to 20 per cent, broadcasters want to see
it being raised to 40 per cent. Although this could be relaxed South African media companies
are in agreement that foreign media companies should not be allowed to gain control of
South African broadcasting assets.

To defend itself, the SABC argued that it received limited public funding to support the
fulfilment of its broadcasting mandate and was largely reliant on advertising and
sponsorship as a source of income; the Broadcasting Act allowed the corporation to run
public commercial services to subsidise the public services; and that many public
broadcasters around the world were now reliant on multiple sources of funding, some of
which are commercial. According to the SABC, there are checks and balances to ensure
transparency in the activities of the SABC’s public commercial services (cf. Mabuza 2003)(b).
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At the time of writing, the outcome of the hearings was not yet known and no position
paper with recommendations has yet been published. It is, however, expected that Icasa will
ease ownership regulations to introduce a second wave of transformation of the
broadcasting regulatory environment. The first (and present) one was introduced in the
early nineties after the fall of apartheid to curtail those who already had broadcasting assets
from enquiring more (mainly the Afrikaans and English newspaper groups), and to
encourage black empowerment through media ownership. These regulations are now seen
to be out of step with the demands of sustainable economic transformation. They are seen to
inhibit the economic stability and growth of the very new media owners who benefited
from the first wave of transformation. Although this proposed change of regulations is
welcomed, some industry players are concerned that additional competition may put
struggling stations and channels under more financial strain.

In April 2002 Icasa and the Competition Commission have also agreed to work closely
together on deals taking place in the broadcasting and telecommunications sectors. While
they will still make independent decisions, the aim is to create certainty for companies in the
sector. This move is seen to be necessary against the background of the dynamic growth
expected in the industry. (Cf. South Africa 2002, Competition Commission.)

3.3.2 Increased competition

While waiting for a new regulatory framework, industry players have to find new ways of
growth outside the regulated sectors, leading to further increased competition for the SABC.
However, some of the enterprises could also create new revenue opportunities for the SABC.
A first example is Primedia’s (owner of, amongst other assets, one FM and two AM radio
stations) new ventures Rank TV and Rank Branding. Rank TV involves setting up giant
television screens at taxi ranks across South Africa. The SABC will supply material for Rank
TV. A second example is TV Africa, a free-to-air television network operating from South
Africa (but not broadcasting in South Africa) to African countries. It plans to extend its
programme provision from 7 to 26 African countries reaching over 30 million homes across
the continent. In June 2002 TV Africa unveiled a US$1,3 million South African-based
production studio (cf. TV Africa gears up for expansion ... 2002). Obviously, this means
increased competition for the SABC'’s Africa’ channels, namely SABC Africa and Africa-2-
Africa which are provided on the independent MultiChoice DStv satellite platform and
which can be seen as the SABC’s first move towards expansion into the rest of Africa.* In
this regard, the SABC is already experiencing fierce competition from MultiChoice.

Sport, together with soap operas and game shows, is the most popular genre on South
African channels. As elsewhere in the world, the public service broadcaster is in strong
competition with private broadcasters for gaining the broadcasting rights of main sporting
events such as soccer, cricket, rugby and tennis.

In March 2003 the South African Advertising Research Foundation (SAARF) released its latest
viewing figures, showing that two of the SABC’s three television channels and M-Net (the
subscription channel) had fewer viewers than e.tv. Although being the youngest of all the
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television channels (4 years old) e.tv had an increase of 22 per cent over the previous 12
months. The figures were:

M-Net: 2 149 000
SABC 3: 5 517 000
SABC 2: 8 634 000
e.tv: 9 719 000
SABC1: 15 027 000

(cf. Mail & Guardian 14-20 March 2003).
In the media, e.tv’s growth is branded as being ‘spectacular’.

Small wonder that the SABC announced a number of ‘strategic’ changes to its scheduling,
programme content and style of presentation, based on the recommendations of an
Australian consultant. One of the changes the SABC announced was the scheduling of its
main news bulletin on SABC3 to be moved from 20:00 to 19:00 — to coincide with the
screening time of e.tv’s main evening bulletin.

In radio, independent regional radio stations gained ground with advertisers and audiences.
This, together with the increased competition from e.tv resulted in the SABC Television’s
market share decline from 65 per cent to 61 per cent and that of SABC Radio from 56 per
cent to 51 per cent for the financial year 2001-02 (SABC annual report 2001/02). This induced a
fall in operating revenue from R2,18 billion to R2,17 billion. With a decline in operating
expenses and a rise in income interest, the SABC managed to produce a surplus of R7m (up
from R5m) in the previous financial year (cf. Ensor 2003(a)).

3.3.3 Strategies to survive

As the shift towards privatisation increases, commercial and budgetary pressures force the
SABC to adopt a posture increasingly resembling that of the private sector.

As a way out of its dilemma, and following foreign examples such as referred to in section 2,
the SABC is now in the process of restructuring into a dual system. The Broadcasting Act
(1999) provides for the SABC to be split up into a commercial and a public service entity.
According to the Act, the SABC will cease to be a parastatal and become a publicly owned
company with the government as the 100 per cent shareholder. There will be two
operational entities (1) a public broadcasting service consisting of 11 (language-based) radio
stations and 2 television channels (SABC 1 and SABC 2), and (2) a public commercial
broadcasting service (the commercial radio services and the television channel SABC3 (with
foreseen multimedia aspirations and virtual technology)). As already referred to in point 3.2,
the splitting up of its SABC and the possible impact thereof on the further decline of public
service has been met with criticism.

This and new criticism flamed up when the government introduced a controversial
broadcasting amendment Bill in 2002. The Bill was regarded as a brazen attempt by
government to take political control of the country’s airwaves (cf. Ensor 2002 b, ¢, d, e and
Smuts 2002.)
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Some of the main objectives of the Bill were to (1) require the SABC’s Board to develop
policies on programme and editorial content that would have to be approved by the
Minister of Communications, (2) create two new regional television channels (one in the
north and one in the south of the country) to broadcast in the 10 official languages under-
represented in SABC broadcasts and (3) to provide further support for the splitting-up of the
SABC’s public and commercial functions into separate operational divisions.

The first objective was seen as a direct attempt by the government to control editorial and
programme content. It was criticised for being unconstitutional and for undermining the
independence and credibility of the SABC.

The second objective, the creation of two new television services, was seen to be a
usurpation of the powers of the regulator (Icasa), which is constitutionally empowered to
issue broadcasting licences. The government could not direct how Icasa should issue
licences, nor could it assume its functions. The roll-out of these services would be a costly
exercise which could not be placed in jeopardy by the risk of a constitutional challenge. The
original draft of the Bill stipulated that the channels would be independent of the SABC. It
was later relented that they would be subsidiaries of the SABC and would fall under the
direct control of the SABC Board.

In defending the controversial Bill, the Minister of Communications, Ivy Matsepe-Casaburri,
criticised the broadcasting system, including the SABC, for continuing to be dominated ‘by
content that most of the time is about far-away countries and events that have no bearing to
[sic] our existence. At times foreign rulers are given carte blanche access to our living rooms
to propagate their propaganda when our own leaders cannot enjoy the privilege to air their
views on important matters about our country.” She saw the amendment Bill as laying the
foundation for the expansion of the broadcasting system in order to provide more diversity
of service to all segments of the population (cf. Star, 13 December 2002).

After intensive deliberations in and outside parliament® the Bill's original proposal about
the SABC’s editorial, language and journalistic policies subject to ministerial approval had
been replaced with the referral of these policies to Icasa (the regulator) which is, as it is,
responsible for ensuring that the SABC complies with its founding charter. With regard to
the legislative creation of two regional television channels without regard for Icasa’s
licensing role, it was decided that provision would be made in the new licence to be issued
to the SABC when it is incorporated as a public company. The clause would be worded in
such a way that Icasa’s role in deciding upon and issuing licences was not undermined. The
process of splitting the SABC into two entities is continuing,.

Although the differences were settled and a Broadcasting Amendment Act, 2002 (Act 64 of
2002) was passed in February 2003, it remains to be seen whether the division of the SABC
into a dual system will empower the SABC to fulfil its public service mandate more
efficiently and whether the proposed two additional regional television channels would
contribute to parity in language provision.

In the meantime, and as a result of growing competition, there is little distinction between
the programme content and scheduling of the SABC and that of the private sector. The focus
is mainly on imported entertainment, the bulk of which is foreign series and films. On radio
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the emphasis is mainly on talk shows and popular music. This is happening when
distinctiveness is increasingly seen to be a raison d’etre for the future existence of public service
broadcasting, as will be discussed later on. In terms of financing, there is also no reason why
the private sector should not complain about unfairness. The SABC continues to dominate
the advertising scene.

As far as technology is concerned, the SABC is gradually coming on board. In February 2003
it announced its plans for digitisation. The plan involves a capital investment programme of
between R800 million and R900 million over the next five to eight years. The first step was
the acquisition of a R52 million mobile broadcasting unit which would allow 