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For a long time, journalists have been on the frontline of taking the flak for any deficiencies in
the media. Inaccurate story – the reporter got it wrong. No context – reporter did not do his or
her research. No coverage of development issues – the journalists do not have the knowledge
and need to be trained. The list goes on and on. Therefore, the journalists, especially in
Southern Africa, have been the targets of the first-line of actions to make the media more
responsive and accountable.

Media accountability however, is far more than getting the facts correct and the story told. The standards that
govern the vast amount of information that flows from the media daily are not managed by the reporters, but by
the media owners and media managers. They are the ones who have the power to ensure that public accountable
media truly “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable”.

Media owners and media managers, like governments, need reminding that good governance in and through the
media is their business. But getting to the media managers is not easy. Often bogged down in trying to finance,
manage and keep alive media operations in legal environments which are not media-friendly, the owners and
managers of newspapers, television and radio stations throughout Southern Africa are not the easiest bunch to
bring to the table. And unfortunately, like the very governments in the region which they criticize for blaming
‘external forces and circumstances’ for their political and economic deficiencies, media owners and managers
too seem more content to focus on the ‘external threats’ than to confront and frankly discuss the internal threats
to the development of free and independent media in Southern Africa.

To play their watchdog role effectively without looking like hypocrites who wear the cloth of a free and
independent media only for the protection of their own predominantly male privilege and power interests,
media owners and managers must ensure “good governance” of their own internal operations; and, they
must put in place, and monitor, the systems and mechanisms for the constant vigilance required to
guarantee that the professional standards of journalism are infused throughout the editorial processes and
translated into editorial content. This does not just happen. It starts with reflection and then moves into coordinated
planning and action.

Perhaps serendipitously, the HIV and AIDS and Gender policy roll-out programme of the Southern African Media
Action Plan (MAP) has unlocked the door to reflection on good governance in the media for owners and managers.
While HIV and AIDS and Gender form the basis of the policy discussions, these issues have paved the way for
media owners and managers to reflect on larger and more strategic issues such as, among others:

• What do we stand for as a media institution?
• Do our newsrooms reflect the diversity of the society we live in?
• Are our institutional and organizational practices in accordance with national policies and law, or, are these

practices guided by gender, religious, ethic, political, and other biases, prejudices and interests?
• Do we promote diversity or stigma and discrimination in our coverage of issues?
• Is our editorial content influenced by biases and prejudices?
• Is our editorial content fair, balanced and accurate?
• Do we safeguard freedom of expression for the media only?

Through MAP, media owners and managers in Southern Africa have opened their doors to discussions on policies
and programmes that will promote diversity in and through the media, ensure the equitable and fair treatment
of all within the media, and to discussions that can identify and build upon models of progressive newsroom
leadership that will improve governance within the media institutions.

Getting to the media managers has been a vital piece
of the puzzle of engaging with the media on how it
should become more accountable to the interests of
the public.  The workplace and editorial policies and

programmes that will evolve from the MAP
policy roll-out will not only change the way
newsrooms are managed, but will also add

critical analysis and new dimensions to
the region’s media and democracy

discourse.
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