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Introduction

The purpose of this input paper is to promote discussion on public broadcasting and broadcasting policy and regulation in Southern Africa. As such it raises questions rather than even attempts to provide solutions. 

Any meaningful debate on broadcasting in the region inevitably has not only to scrutinise the possible reasons for the lack of progress in transforming state broadcasters into services responsive to the needs of citizens (rather than governments and/or advertisers), but also question whether or not this ideal is even feasible considering, for example, political, economic and human resource constraints.  

Any meaningful discussion on public broadcasting inevitably also has to consider the impact of a converged and digital future - and whether or not traditional concepts of PBS services will become more or less relevant over the next decade.  The need for individuals and communities to have access to information in order to enable them to participate meaningfully in society is a given. More and more emphasis is also being placed internationally on the importance of facilitating communication between citizens and from the public to authorities and centres of power. Public broadcasting has been seen for a range of reasons as the most appropriate medium for achieving this. However, given the possibilities promised by introduction of new technologies, it is necessary to question both how broadcasters can be empowered to exploit this potential to better meet public mandates and even the presumption that traditional models of public broadcasting will continue to be the only and/or best mechanism for ensuring access by all to compelling content.

It is necessary again to emphasise that this paper does not even attempt to provide answers to questions, but rather raises them in order to hopefully provoke meaningful discussion. It further does not detail individual country experiences, but rather presumes knowledge by the readers and looks broadly at the issues facing broadcasting in the region.  At times, the South African example is highlighted – not only because of the writer’s familiarity with the broadcasting system in this country but also as for many years the South African model has been touted as proof that transformation from state to public broadcasting is possible.  Given the continued commercialisation of the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) and recent evidence of party political interference with the governance and editorial independence of the broadcaster, alongside apparent weaknesses in the regulatory and policy-making structures in the country, the success and suitability of the model is questionable.
 

Status

As suggested in the introduction, this section does not provide details of individual country situations, but rather briefly (and inevitably simplistically) describes general trends.

There have been many reports on the history of broadcasting in the region and the continued control by liberation movements of radio and television services post colonialism in the name of ‘national interest/nation building/development’. The 1990s promised a change with the apparent move to multi party democracy in many countries. 

Media advocacy and civil society groups took this opportunity to begin actively lobbying for freedom of the airwaves, and calling for:

· The transformation of state institutions into public entities

· The establishment of independent broadcasting regulators responsible for regulating the industry within parameters set by government policy
· Licensing of commercial and community stations and channels.
· The removal of old colonial laws that inhibited freedom of expression.
Media development organisations (including the FES) played a critical role in supporting these movements with financial and intellectual resources. Support was given, amongst other things, to: 

· Advocacy organisations through technical and financial support.

· Governments to assist in developing appropriate models and frameworks and build understanding of broadcasting policy and regulation.
· Training institutions to assist in developing editorial skills.
· Public broadcasters to facilitate their transformation into public entities.
· Regional bodies to assist in developing standards and protocols supporting liberalisation of the airwaves.
Impetus was given to the calls for democratisation of the media when South Africa - even before the first democratic elections - announced its intention to transform the state broadcaster into a service with a publicly nominated Board and establish a constitutionally protected regulator for the sector. This assisted in countering suggestions that such freedoms were Western concepts ill suited to developing countries’ needs.  

Initially at least there were many reasons for euphoria and a sense of achievement. With ongoing support from media development organisations, activists from across the region – together with development organisations – were instrumental in crafting model laws and policies for broadcasting and ensuring the development of regional and continental protocols and instruments reinforcing the need for transformation of radio and television and freedom of expression for all citizens.  In line with this, many governments, in response to pressure by both country specific advocacy organisations and regional institutions, appeared to be open to beginning the process of re-regulating broadcasting and opening the airwaves.

 However, since the initial impetus things have stagnated (along with the general democrtisation of societies).

Whilst many governments in the region (and institutions themselves) have proudly adopted the terminology of freedom of expression, declaring that they have “liberalised” broadcasting and dubbing their national broadcasting services “public” stations and channels, there are few (if any) consistent examples of compelling public service programming in the region.  Even in many of those countries which might appear on paper to technically meet regional and continental standards, there has been little progress beyond the rhetoric of freedom. In other instances, programming responsive to public needs has been marginalised by commercial imperatives imposed by advertisers.  

As regards public broadcasting, whilst in a country such as Zimbabwe the broadcaster continues to be unabashedly a state institution, in others, the term “public broadcaster” masks continued control by a Minister or government department through appointment of boards and/or key staff members with allegiances to the ruling party rather than a commitment to meeting listeners and viewers needs. In others “independence” from government has in practice been reduced to limiting of public subsidies and the inevitable focus therefore on cheap content that attracts advertising.   

South Africa and the public broadcaster, the SABC, have long been touted as a model for successful transformation, but in reality the SABC has continued to rely predominantly on commercial funding
 and is thus forced to favour lucrative markets (rather than the majority of people) during prime time broadcasting. This results in an unofficial privatisation of the broadcaster. 

Alongside this (and despite the fact that the government only provides an average of about two per cent of its funding), recent political changes in the country have uncovered instances of direct interference by members of the ruling party in appointment of the Board of the institution.
 The organisation’s Articles of Association moreover give the Minister of Communications the power to veto recommendations by the Board of appointment of executives. 

By law the broadcaster is accountable to Parliament rather than a Minister, however this has not protected the broadcaster from political party influence. The ruling party dominates Parliament, and, for example, in recent hearings to account on spending, MPs focused on the Corporation’s alleged editorial bias towards a breakaway political party rather than its performance against its legislative mandate.

Independent regulation of broadcasting is key to transformation of the system. In many countries, however, the opening up of the airwaves has been controlled by Ministries or by institutions firmly under the control of a Minister. Too often, where private broadcasters have been licensed, regulators/institutions responsible for licensing have been accused of cronyism and providing licences to the rich and powerful and/or friends of politicians. Pluralism has not necessarily meant diversity but rather resulted in a plethora of similar sounding stations and/or channels focusing on cheap foreign content and formats. 

Even in South Africa, where the regulatory policies provide for a public broadcaster as well as community and commercial services, and the law emphasises diversity of ownership and content, licensing of new operators appears to have come to a halt in recent years and the regulator (the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa) has been accused of not having the financial resources or necessary expertise to monitor compliance with licence conditions. Thus, for example, though there are over 100 licensed community radio stations
, many of these have been described as jukeboxes run by would-be deejays rather than services providing a platform for the airing of community issues. There has however been some success in this country. The licensing of a commercial television station with strict licence conditions on production of news and current affairs in the late 1990’s has, for example, provided at least some alternative news sources. 

There are other examples in the region of radio stations that do focus on news (rather than just music) however ‘public’ broadcasters generally still monopolise the airwaves with commercial and private services often having restricted coverage. The majority of people in the region therefore do still not have access to insightful and diverse news and information.

Freedom of the airwaves furthermore continues to be subverted by the imposition of old colonial laws focused on preventing freedom of xpression and in some instances inhibiting criticism of the state. 

Obstacles

The above section paints a gloomy picture of progress in meeting the ideals articulated in the 1990’s that motivated civil society and development organisations to mobilise around the fight for freedom of the airwaves.  It purposely focuses on the pessimistic as it is important to acknowledge challenges in order to evaluate progress and refine strategies to facilitate access by citizens to vibrant content. 

It is equally critical to try and identify the obstacles and factors that have lead to this stagnation of transformation of the airwaves. This section attempts to at least begin to outline some of these in order hopefully to stimulate discussion on this

These include:

· Absence of political will:

Ruling parties are inevitably reluctant to hand over editorial control of national broadcasters. The political will to meet the spirit and not only the letter of international, continental and regional agreements is predictably absent as a critical and insightful media and informed citizenry could potentially threaten governments and/or individual political leaders.

This lack of political will further manifests itself in limited or no commitment to freedom of expression or transparency – making it difficult for media advocacy organisations to engage in processes related to broadcasting. In this way, the idea of independence of broadcasting is subverted.

· Lack of institutional will:

People within broadcasters are themselves often reluctant to transform. Experience has shown that, whilst it is comparatively easy to put in place policies reinforcing independence, it is extremely difficult to change attitudes and practices of the leadership and staff of a broadcaster – to turn bureaucrats into journalists or defenders of editorial freedom. This difficulty in changing the culture of broadcasters can result in Board members, CEO’s, news editors and/or individual journalists not only making editorial decisions based on instructions from who they deem to be their superiors, but also on what they presume politicians would consider to be in the national interest. Such practice is an anathema to insightful journalism aimed at ensuring an informed populace and exists even in institutions where editorial independence is protected in legislation. It also obviously limits the potential of public broadcasters to play a watchdog role. 

Members of newly established regulators – too often chosen because of political alliances or favours rather than expertise – also appear often to lack an understanding of the concept of independence and are subject either to political pressures or a self-imposed “reluctance” to make what might be politically unpopular decisions.  

· Funding dilemmas

Whilst endless conferences have been held and resolutions developed on the “ideal” funding model for public broadcasting in the region, these have generally defined the principles that should guide decisions on funding rather than proposed practical models. To the writer’s knowledge no actual effective, viable and implementable model has been developed in any country in the region that takes into account a particular broadcaster’s reality. Broadcasters are thus generally predominantly either reliant on often dwindling state subsidies or on advertising – both of which potentially negatively impact on programming and editorial decisions and do not provide for the long term security of funding essential to dynamic planning at any broadcaster. 

In line with this, no specific alternatives to collect fees from the public have been defined – although in countries like South Africa there seems to be general consensus that the existing mechanisms for collecting licence fees from television viewers are not viable in the long term.
 

Whilst resolutions from advocacy groups and regional organisations of broadcasters, as well as inter governmental agreements, all stress the need for “adequate” funding of broadcasters, it does not seem that any economic modelling has been conducted to determine the actual minimum funding requirements of any public broadcasters – ie what is the basic minimum amount required to meet their mandates. 

Regulators in the region have also raised concern about their funding – though it is generally recognised adequate resourcing is an essential requirement of effective regulation.  

· Skills/knowledge/expertise shortages

A lack of skills in a range of areas (including in governance, general management, financial management, policy making, regulation, programming, scheduling and journalism) has severely hampered progress in democratising broadcasting. The impact of this is felt at all levels – within government, the legislature, regulators and at broadcasters. 

Inadequate skills at all these levels have severely impacted on the capacity within countries to craft and implement new broadcasting policies – even in instances where there might have been political will. Lack of skill amongst regulators, moreover, also potentially leads to industry capture of regulatory bodies.

· Limited exposure to quality broadcasting

Public broadcasters produce mundane programmes not only because of lack of funds or limited resources (human, technical etc) but also because audiences do not have a choice and often do not demand excellence as they have no experience of how broadcasting could be different. 

Access to funding for quality programming could go some way towards ensuring compelling programmes and more insightful and relevant news. Ensuring a choice of services/options also assists. Unfortunately, in many countries in the region, even where competitors have been licensed, they often focus on music and commit minimal resources to news and information programmes.  

The important impact of facilitating alternative quality programming cannot be underestimated. Even in the UK where the BBC has considerable support and loyalty amongst viewers and listeners, citizens in a recent national survey conducted by the regulator, the Office of Communications (Ofcom), emphasised that competition was essential to ensuring high standards in public broadcasting.

These are just some of the obstacles that have hampered the realisation of a truly vibrant and relevant broadcasting system. There are undoubtedly others – some which may be generic and others which will be particular to an individual country’s situation. It is critical that all obstacles and potential hindrances to freedom of the airwaves are identified and analysed in developing strategies. 

As part of this, it is also necessary to consider whether or not the ideal of innovative public broadcasting relevant to viewers and listeners is achievable. Certainly if the funding conundrum is not resolved any efforts in this regard are bound to be stymied. 

Digitalisation, Convergence …  what does the future hold?

The future of digital broadcasting, convergence between broadcasting and telecommunications (when, for example, content will be made available over traditionally telecommunications devices) and affordable broadband poses both opportunities and threats for public and other broadcasters in Africa as well as elsewhere in the world. Traditional broadcasting in the region is certainly not recognised for its innovation, but if services want to continue to be relevant and attract audiences they will have to creatively utilise new technologies to reach all audiences and enable listeners and viewers to interact with them and each other.  If they do not there is a real threat that they could be marginalised – further threatening opportunities of public funding. 

New technologies have the potential to provide access by people in the region to alternative information and content – as well as opportunities for all people to create their own media (citizen journalism).  They also provide opportunities for effective lobbying by activists and media advocacy groups.

The potential impacts of digital terrestrial television migration and convergence are briefly outlined below. They are not explored in depth as this would warrant a paper on its own.

Digital Terrestrial TV (DTT)

The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) has set July 2015 as the ‘cut off’ date for migration by countries from analogue television transmission to digital transmission. This means that analogue frequencies will not be protected by international laws following this date. So, television channels will be able to continue broadcasting in analogue after that date but could be interfered with by other users of the frequency spectrum.

The migration process is extremely expensive as it requires replacement of transmission and production equipment by broadcasters. Television viewers will also be required to purchase set top boxes (STBs) to convert the digital signal to one which can be viewed on existing televisions. The incentive to governments to convert though is based on what is called the ‘digital dividend’ realised through freeing up of frequencies and therefore potential income for government in allocation these.

It is difficult without more detailed research to predict the state of readiness of countries, broadcasters and governments for migration to digital terrestrial television. Most countries appear to have declared that they will migrate before 2015 and have set up task teams to assist in achieving this. Effective and efficient migration however requires, as stated, political will and resources and technical, policy and regulatory expertise.

Whilst, given the current general low penetration of television in the region (comparative to radio), the potential of digital television might seem remote for most citizens in SADC and Africa, it is important to consider possibilities this offers to broadcasting in general. Some of the opportunities and challenges are detailed below: 

· Digital television offers opportunities for public broadcasters to more easily and cheaply meet public mandates through, for example, the broadcasting of multiple language tracks and services to facilitate access by viewers with disabilities (such as audio description for people that have sight problems and sub-titling for those with hearing difficulties). Resources will be need to be dedicated to this.

· Digital television allows for multiple channels to be broadcast on a single frequency. Frequency restrictions are thus reduced creating more space for diversity. 

· Digital transmission allows for easy access via television to e-governance services, and potentially the internet. It facilitates more interaction from viewers and opens the potential for more transparency.

· The cost of migrating to digital transmission and broadcasting will eat into the existing limited funds available for public service programming – unless additional public funds are made available. It is unclear if contingencies have been put in place for this.

· Whilst it is expensive for existing channels to migrate, new channels will be able to be established providing for more competition. This will necessitate new regulatory frameworks to ensure that diversity becomes a key criteria in licensing. There is a danger that more channels could result in a plethora of services providing similar cheap content rather than diversity. This would not only add no value to viewer experiences but could threaten the economy of broadcasting.

· It seems unlikely that most countries will be able to subsidise the purchase of STBs by poorer people – thus negatively impacting on television penetration figures. 

· One of the biggest threats faced by public and other broadcasters is audience fragmentation. It is critical that regulators are equipped to ensure that viewers have easy access to public interest programming in the digital environment. This might necessitate not only making provision for easy access to a public broadcasting service (through for example must carry rules and placement on election programme guides), but ensuring that public service content is available through other avenues (by imposition of licence conditions and possibly providing access to funding). Viewers needs and interests must be paramount in decisions in this regard.

· Digital migration necessitates a review of the funding of public broadcasting. 

· It is unlikely that adspend will increase with the introduction of new channels so public broadcasters reliant on commercial funding could face decreases in funds available. 

· Commercial digital channels will undoubtedly target wealthier audiences – further threatening the commercial base for funding of public broadcasting with the loss of viewers attractive to advertisers.

· There need to be new ways of thinking about raising public funds. For example, Ofcom’s earlier referred to review of public broadcasting has raised concerns that in the long term viewers might feel more resentful of subsidising the BBC if they no longer regularly view its programmes. The final review highlights the need also for public funds to be made available to ensure access to public interest programmes across a range of channels and platforms and not only on the BBC.
  In the region, those countries that are at least partly subsidised through licence fees already face reluctance to pay these.

Convergence

Much has been written and predicted about the impact of convergence on people’s access to knowledge and information in developing countries. Although, as with any new technology, it is take-up by consumers that determines the future success and impact of particular devices, the much reported use of SMS’ing, mobile phones and blogging in, for example, the 2008 Kenyan elections and related violence begins to indicate the power of new technologies.
 Digital and broadband technologies undoubtedly transform the way people receive, create and use information though the real potential of these technologies still has to be uncovered in the region.

 Whilst growth in access to computers has been slow in Africa, and access to the internet limited even more by high costs of broadband, new technologies and the migration to digital television potentially promise access to the internet on television sets. Although television is not as pervasive as radio in any of the region’s countries, there are more television sets per 100 people than computers and these new technologies thus open the way for increasing access to the internet. The promise of cheaper broadband costs could further increase access (perhaps particularly amongst the youth) to television and radio content streamed on the net – and enable people to more easily become producers and not only consumers of media.  

Perhaps more important and relevant though is the potential of mobile phones as media platforms – given the phenomenal (and oft reported on) growth in ownership of cell phones in Africa and other developing countries. Internews Europe in a recently published paper states:

“Mobile telephony will be the world’s first ubiquitous communications platform and will get there faster than anyone expected ….(It) holds unprecedented opportunity for media in developing countries to engage their core audiences more deeply, reach new audiences and provide interactive and customised news services that are both profitable and life improving… “ 
  

The report highlights the continuing growth in penetration of mobile phones in the developing world  – already exceeding access to television in many African countries with about 15m people who have no television at home owning a mobile phone.  Although growth was initially spontaneous, the report emphasises that the mobile phone industry is now one of the best examples of a Bottom of the Pyramid business with major operators specifically targeting the poor as central to their future. Telecommunications operators, realising the huge potential are also buying up content. As the report argues, unless media organisations effectively use such new technologies to creatively reach audiences in new ways, they will lose out on audiences. It is critical that public broadcasters, development agencies and media advocacy groups explore how they can harness these new technologies to promote access to information and development, as well as increasing interaction with citizens.

What Now?

It is clear that strategies to promote access to public interest content in the region need to be refined if we are to move beyond the rhetoric of transformation to implementation. New creative ways must be developed to ensure audiences have access to a range of compelling content relevant to their particular realities. As noted in the introduction, this paper does not even attempt to make suggestions on the way forward, but rather raises  some of the issues that arise. A few of these are summarised below:

· What exactly are the obstacles to progress that have hampered the bid to transform broadcasting in the region? Some of these have been listed above, but there are undoubtedly many others – some of which will be specific to individual countries. We need to scrutinise these if we are to develop dynamic and effective strategies.

·  Are, for example, the existing public broadcasting models, given obstacles, the best means for ensuring viewers and listeners have access to meaningful information and programming? Or do we need to focus more broadly on other mechanisms for delivery of public content to citizens? What too are the best ways to ensure accountability to citizens? Although the principle of accountability is espoused, no practical models seem to have been developed to reinforce this.  

· How can public broadcasting be funded in the region? The debates on funding for public broadcasting have to move beyond defining the principles to developing practical, viable and affordable funding models. Any discussion on such funding has to also explore ways to ensure that funds are dedicated to production of content and not just institution building and be based on thorough evaluation of the needs of broadcasters in relation to their mandates. 

· How also cn we ensure that universal access is achieved? New technologies allow for cheaper mechanisms for transmission and need to be explored to achieve this goal. At the same time, we must ensure that digital migration does not further limit access. 

· How also do we deal with the lack of expertise and knowledge of policy makers, broadcasters, regulators and audiences in order to ensure implementation beyond the rhetoric? How do we ensure audiences demand more than the mundane and are actively involved in calling for change?

· What needs to be done to ensure that any new strategy considers opportunities of new technologies to not only reach audiences but also provide mechanisms for real communication between citizens? How also can existing public service media be empowered to utilise such new technologies to enhance the ways they meet mandates? How can advocacy groups be strengthened through use of such technologies? 

In dealing with all these questions, and others that arise, it is critical to also focus on the importance of media literacy. Media literacy (including information on how to access content, critically process different sorts of information and protect children from harmful content) is essential in building a media environment that not only informs, educates and entertains but also enables citizens.
  

Most important of all though is to constantly keep in mind that the fundamental underlying motive is not to consider how to save or promote public service broadcasting, but rather how to ensure citizens have access to creative, vibrant and relevant information and content.  
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� The situation is complex and is related to the political situation in the country. Essentially, in 2007 a battle for leadership of the ruling ANC emerged. Shortly before the national congress of the party, Parliament recommended members to the public broadcaster’s board. As the ANC has an overwhelming majority in Parliament, the candidates proposed by the ANC were put forward for appointment by the then President Thabo Mbeki. However, shortly after the parliamentary process, ANC MPs leaked stories to the media stating that they had been forced to recommend certain individuals by members of a particular faction in the party. At the party’s congress Mbeki lost the presidency to Jacob Zuma. The Board members were then accused of supporting the ousted faction of the party. MPs (allegedly eager to prove loyalty to the new leadership) have subsequently passed motions of no confidence in the Board and drafted a Bill giving Parliament the power to disband the entire board. The Bill has been sent back by the current President to Parliament due to concerns about the constitutionality of these provisions. 


� According to the SABC’s 2007/2008 annual report, 78% of its income was from advertising.


� See footnote 1


� Defined in law as non-profit entities owned and controlled by the community broadcast to


� An average of about 18% of the SABC’s income is derived from licence fees collected by the broadcaster from television viewers. Although the law requires that viewers pay licence fees, and despite considerable efforts by the broadcaster to increase collection efficiency, Over half of the population either does not have a television licence or has defaulted on annual payments of the fee. The SABC itself has raised concern that in future collection costs might exceed the actual funds raised through this mechanism.


� The audience research survey was conducted by Ofcom as part of its review of public broadcasting in the UK to ensure the continued relevance of public broadcasting in the digital age. Information can be found in Ofcom’s Second Public Service Broadcasting Review: Phase Two - Preparing for the Digital Future accessible on � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv/psb_review/" ��http://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv/psb_review/�   





� See footnote 6


� See for example: ‘Blogs, SMS and the Kenyan Election’, http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/idblog/2008/01/03/blogs-sms-and-the-kenyan-election/


� West, John, Internews Europe: ‘The Promise of Ubiquity: Mobile as Media Platform in the Global South’, 2008, accessible from � HYPERLINK "http://www.internews.eu" ��http://www.internews.eu�  


� Note that the new policy framework in the UK highlights the importance of media literacy and government has requested that the regulator evaluate its strategies to promote media literacy. The Minister responsible for the BBC in that country has also highlighted that a fourth value – that of “enabling” – needs to be added to the Reithian principles underpinning public broadcasting in that country. See: ‘The media debate in the UK is unique - but the challenge of subsidising independent public interest media has urgent implications for democracy everywhere’, James Deane, 24/01/2009 accessed from � HYPERLINK "http://www.comminit.com/en/node/284135/bbc" ��http://www.comminit.com/en/node/284135/bbc�   








