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Media Matters: Urgent leadership required in the communications department

Tawana Kupe

President Jacob Zuma’s cabinet reshuffle was, in the language of computing, another rebooting of the Department of Communications, which is getting its third minister in as many years. At this rate, we could have in the five-year life of this government a different minister every year.

The major activity in that department and ministry must now be ministerial familiarisation with the portfolio. Newspapers also report that the director-general has yet to be formally appointed. The language of computing is appropriate in this regard because the digital revolution is about innovation and a fast-changing communications environment globally.

Extensive rebooting is needed in the South African communications landscape if we are not to fall further behind. Some analysts argue that the Department of Communications has an upgrading task to create an enabling environment, by developing a new policy regime and regulatory framework.

This would include how the department addresses governance and operational issues that continue to plague public entities that fall under its policy and regulatory mandate. Chief among them is the SABC including Sentech – the signal distributor, the Post Office and the National Electronic Media Institute of South Africa (Nemisa) – a television training institution for post matrics. Strangely, Nemisa does not fall under the Department of Higher Education and Training.

The new Minister, Dina Pule, would need to move with speed if South Africa is be counted among modern societies and ensure that the communications sector is not hindered by outdated policies and regulations. Communications is central not only to democracy in the 21st century but to socio-economic development and competitiveness. Societies that seek to be sustainable in the future need to be nimble in policy making to keep up with technological developments and changing communication needs and wants of its populations.

Public communications platforms like public broadcasters that are genuinely independent from ruling parties and governments of the day and all vested interests are necessary. A post office system, signal distribution and independent communications regulatory authorities are very important. If they are not able to keep up with changes they will become irrelevant. Their irrelevance could create a self-regulatory environment that is not satisfactory, thereby entrenching the role of the market and for-profit private communications providers as dominant.

To some this might appear to be an excellent solution and an answer to what they perceive to be inherently problematic about public stewardship of the communications environment. Such view ignores the fact that a predominantly privately driven communications sector entrenches social inequalities and over time degrades the quality of the democracy.

A privately driven communications sector caters for the affluent and places in their hands incredible communications capabilities that other members of society do not have. The situation that exists now, is that elites have at their disposal communications devices and access to content and the experience that is equal to their counterparts in northern, highly industrialised communities. Elite members of our society have the latest cellphone models, can afford subscription to digital satellite multichannel television, access to more content on new digital devices and can access news and information anywhere or everywhere.

This communications experience does not hold true for large sections of the poor and marginalised in our society. In relation to television, their only access is to the free to air e.tv channel and SABC channels, whose range of content and interactivity is in modern day terms rather limited and limiting. The large majority of our people recently liberated from the suffocating communications landscape that marked the apartheid era risk being left behind again because of policy inaction. We are in terms of standard of living and socio-economic development two nations – one rich in communications and another poor

The situation is urgent: all South Africans must have access to a range of modern communications platforms, as a right to enable them to be full members of a 21st century democracy. The new minister of communications needs to be given a performance agreement with tight timelines which include things that can be done quite easily because the problems have been diagnosed ad infinitum. As a matter of urgency she needs to restore good governance to the SABC in order for the board to ensure immediate operational viability by appointing qualified and experienced management.

Second, the minister needs to also institute a policy review of the entire communications which is participatory but is not cumbersome and lengthy. We all know what policy gaps and areas need policy upgrading. All of this can be done within a year if the guiding principle is that communications need to serve the public interest – communications providers or players are public, commercial or community. A guideline to the review team should be that South Africa has a vision of a society in which there is substantive equality and where the communications system does not reflect nor is it one of the drivers of social inequality.

Third, she needs of course to ensure that the director-general is formally appointed at the earliest possible opportunity and together they draft a turnaround strategy for the department. In this regard the minister may need to put in long hours to pass the legislation to avoid what is a near catastrophe and undermining of our democratic ideals.
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