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SABC Troubles Continue – The Sound and the Fury – 9 September 2010

It’s a year since the SABC’s R1bn financial loss was revealed. Since then, an interim board was deployed to stabilise the situation, R1bn was borrowed and a new CE and permanent board were appointed. 
But none of this has solved the SABC’s financial and strategic crises. The public broadcaster is being managed exactly as before. The result is that come the deadline for the first loan repayment in February 2012, says the board, the corporation will be unable to meet its commitments. 
Results for the past year show that audiences are continuing to decline, revenues have been static and another year- end financial loss looms . 
By 2011/2012, projections — based on what the board has been warned are very optimistic revenue forecasts — show that “the SABC will be unable to cover its working capital, capital expenditure and debt repayment requirements ”, says a document prepared by the board for parliament.
Yet over the past year SABC management has made only the smallest attempt to contain costs. Spending on consultants has been cut and, unwisely — since audiences are falling — the marketing budget was slashed. 
However, the two large problems that led to the financial crisis have not been tackled. The ballooning wage bill at management level remains a problem, as do the excessive costs paid for programming content that was frequently not aired due to schedule instability and poor planning. 
And a new, intractable battle between the board and management has begun — similar to the conflict during the term of the previous board, which paralysed the corporation between March 2008 and June 2009, when parliament prematurely disbanded that board .
CE Solly Mokoetle, suspended by the board two weeks ago, has failed to come up with a turnaround plan for the SABC, despite this being a requirement of his contract. The turnaround strategy is likely to feature prominently in the charges that will be presented to him this week. 
What is needed to save the SABC? 
Restoring financial sustainability will be critical. First and foremost, wage costs have to be brought under control. 
During previous group CEO Dali Mpofu’s tenure, the middle and top management strata at the SABC exploded. 
Chief financial officer Robin Nicholson says that in the three years between 2007 and 2009, 699 people were added to the head count, an increase of 70%. Perks for these managers are excessively generous.
Many of the posts are layers of commissioning editors hired by the content enterprises division, which during Mpofu’s term behaved like a runaway train. 
Apart from corruption involving double payments and over payments, which is under investigation by the Special Investigating Unit, the purchase of content lacked both a strategic and a commercial rationale. A strategic plan of the type of content the SABC needs to meet its public service mandate and compete commercially with pay TV — to which it has been losing the most lucrative advertising audiences — is perhaps the most important and difficult dimension of the turnaround. Linked to it is a funding model to enable the broadcaster to meet the twin aims.
Restoring editorial integrity to win back prime-time television news audiences is a third critical dimension. 
In its submission to parliament two weeks ago, the board notes that “SABC news audiences have been in steady decline both under Mr Snuki Zikalala, the previous group executive for news, and Mr Phil Molefe, who acted in his stead”. 
But on Tuesday the board announced Molefe’s appointment as group executive for news and current affairs, and “pledged to be united”. They were persuaded at a meeting on Monday that it would not be in the best interests of the SABC to axe both the CEO and the head of news.
After the impasse with Mokoetle, the board says that it has now “assumed direct responsibility for preparation of the turn around strategy ... and is in the process of appointing consultants to work directly with the board ”. Though this looks very much like the board interfering in operational matters, it is likely that Nicholson, who has been appointed acting group CEO , will be the executive who takes responsibility for the strategy.
SABC spokesman Kaizer Kganyago says the board’s submissions to parliament were not made public and it was not possible for him to comment on them, on issues which may arise in Moeketle’s disciplinary process. 
Sorting out the respective roles of the board and management, and restoring proper governance to the SABC, is a fourth essential pillar to the turnaround. 
Successive SABC boards have developed a reputation for interference in operations, an allegation lately being directed towards the incumbent one, as some of its more activist members harden their stance against Mokoetle. 
The board, which insists that it has the right to take responsibility for the turnaround in terms of the SABC’s governing legislation, will have to tread carefully. 
However, a governance problem that is harder to detect and even more pressing is the political role played by SABC’s top management, which tend s to use the broadcaster to gain political leverage. 
In SABC circles, this is referred to as “stakeholder activism”, which means that management typically dismisses the authority of the board to defer to a higher authority in the ruling party, which it believes it has a claim to represent. 
“Stakeholder activism” by Mokoetle and Phumelele Ntombela-Nzimande, the chief people officer, has also fuelled the conflict between the board and its chairman, Ben Ngubane. 
Mokoetle and Ntombela-Nzimande were both deeply involved in pushing for the appointment of Molefe to the head of news position . The two have also, says a board member, canvassed for support for Ngubane among management and at parliament . 
It is also the “stakeholder activist” approach that has informed Mokoetle’s fight-back campaign after his suspension. 
A statement purporting to be from the SABC’s middle management forum in support of Mokoetle was made to the press, as was one by the MK Veterans Association (MKVA), an organisation of which Mokoetle is a member. 
Board members who carried out work outside their mandate have been labelled “interfering” and “out for self-enrichment”, and Nicholson has been smeared by the MKVA as being corrupt. 
Nicholson was found guilty of negligence in committing minor procedural infractions at his disciplinary hearing, and was cleared of any hint of corruption. In the judg ment, the chair of the inquiry described Nicholson as “a man of integrity, dedicated to the interests of the SABC, who worked very hard under trying conditions under the former CEO”.
Former CEO Mpofu used similar tactics in his fight with the then SABC board, rallying support from within both the ANC and SABC management to persuade parliament to disband the board. 
Mpofu didn’t succeed in saving himself, but the winner of the conflict was management rather than the board .
This time the sides are more evenly matched. The incumbent board has greater political clout and more expertise. 
But conflict between a determined board and an activist management, while roles and governance remain unclear, will mean that a turnaround plan of any kind will go nowhere.
 

