Community media outlets are the lifeblood of journalism and must be

supported
By Solly Malatsi MP- DA Shadow Minister of Telecommunications and Digital Services

Honourable members,

In life some problems can be fixed by having the money to afford the resources we need to
succeed. Others require us to spend the little we have wisely so that we can live within our
means.

In the case of the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA) MDDA, its problems
require both.

The harsh reality is that the MDDA is severely underfunded to fulfill its mission “...to support
the development of a vibrant, innovative, sustainable, and people-centered community and

small commercial media sector through resourcing, critical sector insights, capacity building

and ensuring inclusive participation of historically disadvantaged communities.”

Our country has over 270 licensed community radio stations, at least 200 community
newspapers and 5 licensed community TV stations. The majority of these are in financial
distress often scrambling to pay basic bills like office space.

Therefore, to measure the effectiveness of the MDDA to deliver on its mandate to “support
the development of community media outlets, we must at all times measure its performance
targets against outputs. By so doing, we will be in a position to fairly establish whether it is
fulfilling its mission or betraying it.

To this end, the entity is underperforming. In the 2020/21 financial year, the MDDA funded
only 9 of the 170 community newspapers that applied for financial assistance.

While the entity will no doubt argue that its funding performance depends on the quality of
the number of applications it has received per financial year, the reality is that the MDDA has
legal obligation to raise more awareness about services it offers to community media.

It is simply not enough to release two press statements and embark on a few roadshows to
raise the expansive public awareness needed to reach the extent of its possible beneficiaries.

It is our view that the MDDA is struggling to fully leverage its proximity to the GCIS to widely
market its support programmes to the community media sector so that they can take full
advantage of its services, thereby enhancing its promotion of media development and
diversity.

Given the financial struggles that many of these community media outlets face to keep basic
operations afloat, the MDDA needs to do more to support them.

The current funding percentages and projections for the rest of the Medium-Term Framework
period are simply not good enough.



In addition, the MDDA needs to be more proactive in supporting these entities into adopting
commercially viable strategies that will empower them to be more sustainable and not be
solely dependent on charitable interventions.

Currently many of these media outlets have no credible financial viability, leaving them to
scramble for survival on a month-to-month basis. This makes many of these media outlets
vulnerable to unhealthy professional influences that can jeopardize their independence.

Community media outlets are the lifeblood of journalism. For many communities, they
consume their news through their community newspaper or local radio station.

They help to keep millions of South Africans, mostly in poor communities, to be informed of
current affairs and international developments.

Some of the shameless theft of public funds that would have otherwise remained covered in
secrecy in local municipalities have been exposed by community papers such as the Limpopo
Mirror.

On the other hand, community media platforms continue to launch hundreds of careers for
many broadcasters who go on to become household names in media and are the flagbearers
of journalism best practices in our country.

House chairperson,

One of the immediate ways in which this administration can proactively provide the financial
injection that these community media outlets need to improve their revenue generation
streams is to increase government spending on advertisements.

As recently as two years ago, government’s advertising spending on community media was
as low as 5% of its total advertising expenditure.

In response, this administration made all the right noise about lobbying National Treasury to
commit government to dedicate 30% of its advertising spending on community-based media
yet 2 years later this remains a pipedream.

The ongoing tension between the MDDA board and the suspended CEO needs to be resolved
as soon as possible to restore the entity’s prospects of operating as optimally as it should.

Quite frankly speaking, the MDDA can no longer afford another extended episode of
instability at senior management level as has been the case for the last few years.

Nothing illustrates this clearly than the fact that the MDDA had at least 9 different acting CEOs
since 2017.

No organization stands a real chance of functioning smoothly with such a high turnover of
CEOs.



The MDDA has been reduced to an arena for a series of boardroom wrestling contests
between senior executives and, in some instances, the board and the CEO.

All the while, the reputation of the MDDA continues to suffer to the extent that it battles to
attract the technical skills and expertise it needs to executive its regulatory functions.

House chairperson,

It is our sincere wish that there will come a time when we no longer read media headlines
about public spats between the board and senior executives but rather the ground breaking
efforts that the MDDA is initiating to enhance capacity-building of community media outlets.

As robust as our committee can be, it is mostly driven by an unflinching focus to ensure that
we fulfill our oversight functions to the best of our abilities.

And when needs be, we are able to rise above our partisan inclinations to deliver what is in
the best interests of parliamentary accountability. On that note, credit to the committee for
the professional manner in which it conducted the filling of the two vacancies in the MDDA
board.

We hope that both Ms Martina Della-Togna and Ms Carol Mohlala will bring the much
needed balance of fitness for purpose and diversity to boost the repositioning of the MDDA

into a fully functional entity.

Thank you



