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SABC's desperate bid to be right

VERASHNI PILLAY: BACKGROUND NOISE | JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA - Jun 07 2011 11:19 

There is a hackneyed saying that posits the definition of insanity as "doing the same thing repeatedly and expecting a different result".

If that's the case, things are worse at the SABC than we originally imagined. Having twice unsuccessfully appealed a ruling to eat humble pie after pretty much defaming the Mail & Guardian on air, they're now taking their refusal to comply all the way to the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (Icasa).

So, instead of meeting today's deadline of airing the ruling by the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South Africa (BCCSA) in favour of the M&G they will fault the integrity of the self-regulating body with this decision. 

(You may have caught wind of the to-and-fro between our newspaper and the public broadcaster, involving businessman Robert Gumede. If not, see a quick history below.)

A broadcaster can only appeal for a review of a BCCSA decision with Icasa if they have reason to believe the body is somehow corrupt or acting outside its jurisdiction. However the SABC have not provided any proof of mention of corruption, but are seemingly merely refusing to acknowledge that they were wrong. So they would rather impugn the BCCSA than submit to its authority when they don't like what it says. 

It's a pigheaded and selfish move that completely ignores the dire consequences for media freedom already under threat in this country. 

Not that the SABC seems to care. In the original broadcast about the M&G at the core of the dispute, the news reader sweetly informs the audience that "Gumede has also come out in support of the Media Appeals Tribunal to punish journalists who abuse the profession" -- a not-so-subtle hint from a broadcaster that is increasingly becoming a mouthpiece for the ruling elite. 

In its frantic and perverse battle to be in the right, the SABC is dragging the cause of media freedom down with them. This, as the Protection of Information Bill gets pushed through Parliament with activists and opposition cries falling on deaf ears, and as the ruling party starts making ominous noises about reviving plans for its media tribunal.

Meanwhile, business has offered its clearest condemnation of the plans for the information Bill, in the form of a damning letter from Pick n Pay chairperson Gareth Ackerman today. The Ackermans were intimately involved in South Africa's fight for freedom and democracy, and their censure is the clear bell of warning to the ruling party the SABC should be sending, instead of pandering to them to the exclusion of all other concerns.

Of course there are many good and hard-working people within the SABC fighting to turn the beleaguered broadcaster -- which has been bailed out by government and seen its board changed several times as it battles debt and major internal disputes -- into the institution it is meant to be: a publicly-funded news outlet that informs, educates and entertains without fear and bias, like the BBC model. 

But even as I write that statement I can hear the cries of "Western imperialism" and "un-African" that will be directed my way in an attempt to obscure the real issue here: truthful and transparent reporting, which is a universal good -- not a Western one. 

But pulling the race card obscures that fact -- and others, as Gumede showed when he made several allusions to race in his accusations against investigative journalist Sam Sole on the SABC. 

"Here's a payment, one of the first payments that Sterenborg made out to a journalist who is an award-winning journalist, so called investigative journalist who goes out to attack black people, to say that they are corrupt," says Gumede in the news clip. The reporter later says: "Gumede says he's been vilified by the paper because of his public support for the ANC and a suspicion that as a black man he must have acquired his wealth dubiously."

Pull a race card, avoid the truth. I must applaud Gumede for entirely avoiding the accusation of insanity in this instance. He for one is very aware that doing the same action again and again will attain the same neat result. Every time. 

· You can read Verashni's column every week here, and follow her on Twitter here.
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