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DESPITE again coming under fire from opposition parties around issues of impartiality, the SABC in KwaZulu-Natal told the provincial legislature last week that it still believed it could develop democracy and improve its broadcasting capacity in the region. 

The public broadcaster outlined how it planned to set about achieving this mission during an address by regional general manager Zamambo Mkize before a sitting of MPLs. During her presentation, Mkize shared the entity’s plans for, and achievements, in KZN. 

Despite the DA bemoaning what it believed was insufficient coverage afforded to opposition parties, and the IFP likening radio presenters to state mouthpieces, Mkize maintained that the SABC continued to play a pivotal role in establishing a united and democratic society. 

In KZN, the SABC believes it can do so through the expansion of radio and television signal distribution, continuing to grow its relationship with the provincial government and harnessing the power of social networks. 

By the end of September, an estimated 17 outlying areas will be able to enjoy radio and television broadcasts for the first time, as the SABC’s national initiative continues with its low-power transmitter expansion plan. Historically, owing to the province’s unequal terrain, it has been difficult for communities in low-lying areas to access signal distribution. 

Earlier this year, Communications Minister Roy Padayachie switched parts of Msinga (Keates Drift and Tugela Ferry) on to enjoy SABC1, 2 and 3 and Ukhozi FM. The entire locality is expected to enjoy these services by the month’s end. 

The SABC, Sentech and the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (Icasa) joined forces to give communities access to information – what Padayachie called the “constitutional right of all citizens”. Mkize predicts the completion date of the transmitter roll-out to be 2013. 

During her speech, Mkize also said the regional arm of the SABC could assist the house in developing democracy by providing a platform for debate. The successful broadcast of the local government elections, she said, counted as one of the broadcaster’s key achievements in the province, and the broadcast of town-hall debates was one means of entrenching democracy. 

While according to Mkize, various provincial departments feature campaigns on the SABC stations “outlining their programmes of assistance to civil society on an adhoc basis”, the broadcaster also presented what it called “government opportunities” to the house. The availability of time slots on Lotus FM and Ukhozi FM were summarised, as well as the sales process for the booking of spots. 

Mkize also believes that Facebook and Twitter provide an opportunity for the region’s citizens to interface with the legislature and to grow the SABC brand. Through feedback to Ukhozi FM and Lotus FM via social network sites, messages pertinent to KZN are disseminated, allowing for “direct interface with individual listeners”. 

Looking toward the future, the challenge which the region presents to the SABC is the lack of television productions procured. 

But Mkize is hopeful that with the roll-out of digital technology, the introduction of new channels and thereby the expansion of the production market will be enabled. 

As for the plans around coverage of the UN’s COP17 climate-change talks meeting in Durban from November 28 to December 9, Mkize said: “Individual platforms have detailed plans to build up interest and awareness, including extended coverage of the event and its significance to our citizens. 

“It is important for us that South Africa is well informed about an event that is taking place on our doorstep.” 

