You need to review the
record of radio in order
to fully appreciate the
magnitude of the changes,
says ROBIN SEWLAL.

've had an unwavering interest in radio since primary school days

— even though the medium back then in the country was not terri-

bly exciting. The government- controlled SABC was the only game

in town, and that irked me mightily. One could not rely on the

information disseminated, and its programming was, in general,
staid. To satisfy my urge to receive good radio, I simply tuned into some
of the international broadcasters. Though reception even at the best of
times was not ear-worthy, it was nevertheless more engaging.

Things began to change when the independently-run Capital Radio
established itsell in December 1979 as an alternative to the string of
SABC stations reaching out to just about every corner in the country.
The 80's brought about a few more stations, and a bit more diversity.
But it is this decade which has spawned a sufficient number with varying
styles that gives the listener choice. Progress has been phenomenal with
the setting up of the Independent Broadcasting Authority.

The first tier that received attention from the IBA was Community
radio and, to date, almost 100 stations have been issued licences for a
period of twelve months. The IBA's Position Paper on Community radio,
which has been long overdue for release, is to provide for a ‘permanent’
licence probably up to four years. The authority has performed an
enabling function so as to ensure a rich array of norms, values and cul-
tures be reflected.

Community radio has made remarkable strides in providing a plat-
form for the peoples of our land. However, this sector requires support,
and plenty of that too. Two vital areas in need of attention are funding
and training: Funds to make stations sustainable and training to ensure
better skilled personnel for them to be more appealing. Stations that
enjoy a community mandate must thrive, It is only then can we say that
citizens are truly represented in the mainstream of developments.

The recent sale of six successful stations from the SABC stable, name-
ly East Coast Radio, Oranje, KFM, Algoa, Highveld Stereo and
Jacaranda was hailed as the first major act of privatisation and empow-

Radio days

erment. These stations fetched hefty prices on the market, in some
cases, exceeding all expectations. It therefore begs the question whether
the new owners — seeking returns on their large investments — are pre-
pared to tamper much with their winning formats. To do so would be
running a huge risk. These stations were primarily set up to target white
audiences and it will be intriguing to see if and how these new radio
bosses are going to satisfy the needs of other groups without losing
existing listeners.

It's a belief that programming formats will undergo miniscule
changes in the short to medium term. Perhaps we could see greater
changes when the owners have had a good run and the financial picture
is pretty. In the meantime, though, there is still an opportunity for other
would-be broadcasters to come to the fore, and soon.

The IBA has approved the granting of a further eight commercial
licences countrywide, three in Cape Town, four in greater Gauteng and
one for Durban.

The SABC has, in the meanwhile, been alive to the competitive envi-
ronment. In September 1996, the corporation re-launched most of its
radio services. Some stations underwent changes in name as well as in
corporate identities. Programming content continues to develop. The
Act stipulates that the SABC ought to, inter alia, take cognisance of the
needs of language, cultural and religious groups, and to air educational
programmes. But a public broadcaster needs funds to meet its public
service mandate. SABC Radio advertisers are being lured away by new
stations. There can be no dependability on licence fees as figures in this
regard are not guaranteed.

The SABC therefore has been lobbying the government for subsidies.
A priority is to get the state to part with a sizeable slice of the money
acquired from the sale of the six stations. Mechanisms must be thrashed
out to ensure editorial independence and integrity should the govern-
ment see fit to help finance the SABC.

Besides community, commercial and public radio, there are several
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other forces on the radio landscape. Special licences and, accordingly, unforgiving. Even though an abun- as opposed to those who merely use the facility as a
have been granted in the | I'hese stations are set up  dance of stations exists, further diversity on the dial is means to an end.

for a specific event and stay on air for a maximum of necessary, more so in rural regions. The IBA is commit- The day of the radio has only just begun.

thirty days. Moreover, radio networks can be picked up  ted to re-writing the frequency plan thereby creating

through Multichoice, the satellite subscriber service. space for other players. The industry requires the Robin Sewlal is Programme Co-ordinator: Journalism ML

These are currently beyond the control of the IBA. In-  involvement of people with a p:

between all this, pirate radio
operators have surfaced.
Fortunately for the credibility of
the industry, the authorities
have dealt with them in the
appropriate manner.

The IBA, in its Position Paper
on Private Sound Broadcasting
Services, calls for the establish-
ment of a Broadcasting Industry
Forum. The idea is to promote a
culture of responsible self regu-
lation by get members
participate in developing
try standards. Pencilled in for
immediate discussion are a lan-
guage development fund,
1g and sponsorship
, and a revised Code
onduct. It's a fine thought
1agine that it will
be far better for such an asso
tion to emanate from a relation-
ship that evolves naturally
between the community, com-
mercial and public service sec-
tors. Each of these tiers has its
own stance on !}uhl.‘_\' matters so

{483

finding common ground will be
a near impossibility. Only when
the industry as a whole is reacy,
should it move in the direction
of forming a forum. Per
I'd love to see a compli
connection between all three
categories of broadcasters.,

All in all, the radio industry

has experienced tremendous
growth. But what does it mean
for the practice of journalism?
Commercial radio is duty-bound
to daily provide 30 minutes of
news, There are many tales to
be told and, all things being
equal, news closer to home
llch(‘l\'(.’ﬁ I)I'iln]i”l'”l{'.

Radio news networks serving
community radio have emerged
in this era of station-prolifera-
tion. Therefore, a conscious
attempt must be made by those
heading up news teams o pro-
vide items of relevance to the

wide range of localised stations.
The human element ol gather-
ing news cannot be stressed suf-
ficiently even though

uvellous pieces of equipment
are available for purposes of

n

processing.

As the industry moves in
leaps and bounds, radio pundits
have to be proactive in ailoring
their programming to the dis-
cerning ear. Stations can't be all
things to all people. Content
has to be carefully crafted in
order to instil a sense of listener
addiction. Audiences are
becoming more sophisticated

1 for broadcasting Sultan Technikon

Who's winning the battle
to get more and more
South Africans to
buy newspapers?

(There's nothing Irish about the answer...)

ver the six year period, 1990 to 1996, there is
l'lllil\' one {'UI]'II)H'II\' \\'hll.’a(‘. ?\'lll(l I'll'“'hl)ilIl('.rﬁ
have grown by more than the rate of the pop-
ulation increase. That company is Caxtons News-
papers. Our 11 paid papers had over 24% ABC

circulation growth. This is in start contrast to the

biggest publisher of da
who've seen circulation slide in

the same period.

In addition, Caxton is a group

who has a vigorous empower-

ment programme. We ring-
ing newspapers to communities
who have never been served by
newspapers before. And we're

doing it in partnership with peo-

ple [rom the communities we aim to serve. In Alex-

st Rand. And there

andra, in Soweto and on the

are more Lo come.

With a full time training department, and a unique
system of awards and incentives, Caxton encourages

its journalists to aim high. The payoll comes in the

dedicated readership for our

fre

and paid papers. With an

aggregate circulation (including

associates) of 1,3 1 on in 62

communities, Caxton is playing
a major role in the creation of a
free and informative press in the

New South Africa.

Caxton - born, bred and rooted
in the RSA.
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