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NEWS WORTH KNOWING




Executive infighting drains SABC’s finances 

Top job at broadcaster is no guarantee of long-term employment, writes Chantelle Benjamin 
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AS THE SABC celebrates 75 years of existence, a review of the p ast 15 years shows a troubled broadcaster with a stream of permanent and part-time CEOs removed before their contracts ended, some taking healthy settlements to go quietly. 

At least R18m has been paid out since 2009 in settlements and legal fees for former CEOs Dali Mpofu and Solly Mokoetle alone, while former acting CEO Robin Nicholson just days ago issued the national broadcaster with a summons for R2,8m in damages. 

Apart from the financial drain on the cash-strapped broadcaster, the real issue is that the exit of all three CEOs listed above followed a similar pattern of political wrangling, infighting and accusations, with the SABC and its 24-million viewers being the real losers. A pattern has emerged and has been repeated almost to the word since Zwelakhe Sisulu brought the SABC some stability and income but left in 1998 in the middle of a bitter battle between warring factions. 

Other CEOs to make waves were Peter Matlare, credited by some as making the SABC stronger financially, and Hawu Mbatha, who is believed to have received a "small" settlement to leave. Both these CEOs were accused of causing a loss of staff because of management style or personality clashes. 

In the most recent exit, Mr Nicholson found himself on the street on July 1 despite believing he had negotiated a six-month contract with the SABC after his third fixed-term contract ended on June 30. The incident led to the sudden resignation of lawyer Peter Harris, one of four board members involved in negotiations around Mr Nicholson’s contract. 

A union official, not linked to Mr Nicholson’s case but involved in other settlements, says Mr Nicholson has a strong case based on documents submitted with the summons. The summons issued to the SABC contains a board resolution taken on June 24 saying that on acceptance of the contract by Mr Nicholson, he would resume his role as acting group CEO until a permanent CEO could be found. It also contains a contract signed by SABC chairman Ben Ngubane. 

The contract was never signed by Mr Nicholson, according to the summons, as it was not in line with a "verbal agreement" reached at a meeting with four board members at OR Tambo International Airport on June 24. But the summons says that after the requested changes were made, Mr Nicholson "communicated his acceptance of the corrected agreement to Mr Harris on June 29 2011". 

On July 1 the SABC wrote to Mr Nicholson, saying the SABC "elects not to renew or extend Mr Nicholson’s fixed contract" and forbade him entry to SABC property. 

Mr Mpofu was replaced in 2008 by the SABC board after he first fell out with, and then suspended, former SABC head of news Snuki Zikalala. Mr Mpofu was replaced by former group CEO for commercial enterprises Gab Mampone, who too has since been fired. 

Mr Mampone was accused of "failing to implement the board’s instructions, making dishonest representations to the board, dereliction of duty, failing to act in the public broadcaster’s best interests, breaching financial regulations and causing the SABC ‘financial prejudice’." 

Mr Mampone was replaced by Solly Mokoetle, who was removed after a few months for his failure to devise a turnaround strategy and for his part in the appointment of Phil Molefe as head of news. 

A well-drafted contract is credited with preventing Mr Mokoetle from claiming a payout for the remainder of his five-year contract. He was appointed when the current board took up office — a board which resented him being foisted on them. 

Mr Mokoetle upset the applecart when, in a leaked document to the parliamentary portfolio committee on communication, he accused some board members of conflicts of interest and said others were trying to turn the SABC into "an employment agency" for their friends and relatives. Mr Mokoetle alleges that board member Cedric Gina recommended his friend and human resources consultant Justice Ndaba to assist with the process of reducing staff.

While the SABC pays out millions of rands to ousted CEOs on one hand, the government and civil society hold one crisis meeting after another to discuss ways of improving the funding model, to rescue the struggling broadcaster and to ensure it continues to meet its public mandate to provide educational programming in local languages and sufficient local content. 

The truth is that if transformation at the SABC is to occur, then the continuing fighting at executive level which drains the SABC financially and prevents it from the real job of transformation, will have to be addressed once and for all. 

benjaminc@bdfm.co.za

[image: image2.wmf]


_1373829979.unknown

