SAVE OUR SABC: RECLAIMING OUR PUBLIC BROADCASTER
DEADLINES FOR PUBLIC SERVICE BROADCASTING DISCUSSION PAPER TOO TIGHT – EXTENSION NEEDED

12 AUGUST 2009

The “Save our SABC” (SOS) Campaign representing a number of trade unions including COSATU, COSATU affiliates CWU and CWUSA, FEDUSA and BEMAWU; independent producer organisations including the South African Screen Federation (SASFED); and a host of NGOs and CBOs including the Freedom of Expression Institute, Media Monitoring Africa, the Media Institute of Southern Africa and the National Community Radio Forum; as well as a number of academic and independent experts welcome the fact that the Department has released a Public Service Broadcasting Discussion Document. We welcome the opportunity to input into this important process and we commend the Department for starting a public discussion on public service broadcasting issues. As stated in the document’s foreword it has been over ten years since major legislative changes have been made in terms of the South African Broadcasting system so this Discussion Document is indeed very timely. 
However, SOS, is very unhappy about the extremely tight deadlines that have been set for this process. The deadlines for comment have been set for next week Thursday 20 August 2009. The document was released on 20 July 2009. Civil society was thus given a single month to comment on the future of the SABC, the role of community and commercial broadcasting and the role of signal distributor Sentech in terms of fulfilling a public service mandate. The Department has asked approximately 70 in-depth questions on the above issues linked to governance, funding and public service vision and mission issues. 
SOS has written to the Minister and Department of Communications to request that the deadline be shifted. We have stated that it is simply impossible for us to adequately apply our minds to the questions posed in the time period given. The scope and depth of the issues raised requires at least several months of rigorous debate. For instance, internationally there are no easy answers to the questions of public funding in the new digital, multi-channel environment. Also, internationally many questions remain in terms of the viability of the license fee.
A further critical issue that we raised was that we were not entirely clear why the Department was moving so quickly with this process. We feel the latter would be better served by allowing more time for engagement particularly at this critical policy review stage. It is here that the major debates need to be settled.
Finally, we would like to comment on the Department’s public forums organised to ensure provincial engagement as regards the Discussion Paper. This is an excellent initiative but unfortunately the time allocated again is not sufficient. In terms of the documentation distributed by the Department it appears that the final workshops in fact take place just before and on the day that comments are due. For instance the proposed date for the Free State workshop is on the 17th, the Northern Cape workshop is on the 19th and the North West workshop is on the deadline date of the 20th! We believe that there must be a mistake here. We also think that it is strange that workshops will not be held in Gauteng and Western Cape. These are two critical centres with a major concentration of media policy specialists, media activists, unionists, media practioners and independent producers. Not holding workshops here, we believe, is a major oversight and will certainly weaken the consultative process. The explanation given has been that these provinces will be consulted at a later point. But again we want to point out that the policy review stage i.e. this present stage is particularly critical and that it is here that the major debates are settled. Consultation at a later point will not be as useful to any of the parties concerned. 
We are awaiting a response from the Minister and Department of Communications on these critical issues. We sincerely hope that we will be heard and that firstly the deadlines will be shifted to at the very least the end of October and that secondly that provincial discussions will be held in all nine provinces including in the Western Cape and Gauteng.
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