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Media @ SAfm – 4 December 2005

Radio Conference : Part 2
THE MEDIA AND MINORS -The Media’s Role in Covering Child Abuse

(facilitated by Jeremy Maggs)
Jeremy Maggs introduced the second session of the conference by recapping the previous week’s discussion on aspects of media coverage on child abuse. Among the criticisms levelled against the South African media in this regard was the claim by journalists and editors that there were more interesting and so-called “sexy” subjects to report than child abuse.  The panellists had emphasised the need for training of journalists in sensitive and ethical reporting, and for children to tell their own stories, to be consulted and included in policy development processes, and to have their rights as individuals respected.

JM:
We are hosting this radio conference as we enter the second week of the 16 Days of Activism for No Violence Against Women and Children.  Some of the questions that we want to answer this morning are: How do we perform as the media? Are there guideline? Do we understand the problem? How do we make the subject relevant again? How are we measured, and what measures are there to deal with complaints?  

We’re going to follow the same formula as last week; all of our conference delegates will have a few moments each to state their position, and then we’ll discuss the issue around the table.  Our guests this morning are Shirley Mabusela, former Commissioner for the South African Human Rights Commission – she helped draft the Children’s Rights clauses for the South African Constitution; Ed Linnington is the South African Press Ombudsman; Professor Kobus van Rooyen is with the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of SA; Advocate Retha Meintjies is President of the SA Professionals Society on the Abuse of Children, and finally, from the Media Monitoring Project, William Bird. 
Shirley Mabusela … the floor is yours.

SM:
Thank you very much, Jeremy.  Media play a very important role in ensuring that the public has access to information that is free, fair and ethical.  This role is affirmed by the South African Constitution, which ensures the freedom of the press and right to access to information.  When reporting on children who are abused, the media have a responsibility to report in an ethical way that takes into account the rights of children to equality, to privacy and to dignity. 

It is important to balance the rights of the media with the principle of the best interests of the child in everything that the media do.  That balance in reporting about child abuse and neglect can be enhanced by the knowledge, the respect and the advancement of the children’s rights regime, which South Africa has entrenched in the Bill of Rights.  The ratification of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child is also very important, as well as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, plus its optional protocol on the sale of children, as well as child prostitution and pornography.  Therefore, I believe it’s extremely important for those in the media who report on children being abused or violated in any way - children in difficult circumstances - to familiarise themselves with these instruments.

These instruments entrench the rights of children to non-discrimination also, to human dignity, to privacy – it’s very tempting when a child is in a bad way, for somebody to say, “I’ll grab at somebody’s heart by showing a picture of the child in order for me to sell the story”, but it is important for media [practitioners] to understand and accept that children have these rights to privacy.  The right to information is there, but [it must be claimed] in a very responsible way.  

It’s also important to talk about children’s rights to participation, because that provides children who’ve been abused or neglected with something to contribute when talking about media, and how they think their issues of abuse should be discussed and reflected.  Child participation is not about putting a group of abused children into a press conference and taking photos while they introduce themselves and recount their experiences of abuse; it’s about speaking to children and young people who are able to express themselves, and asking them for their views on how these issues should be handled in the media.
The principle of “best interests of the child” must always be paramount and inform every decision and action taken to deal with the reporting and complaints about reporting.  The provisions I’ve just mentioned place a responsibility on the media and on those responsible for receiving complaints to use a human rights-based approach in their work.  Our reality in this country is that we’ve made strides in creating an environment that is affirming of children’s rights – we have the Constitution and the regional and international instruments – but there are still pockets of insensitivity, and in some instances, blatant disregard for children’s rights.  We see on television, we hear on radio, we read about children in a manner that indicates complete disregard for their rights and best interests. 

Another important aspect in dealing with children who are abused and neglected is that of ensuring that child-friendly reporting procedures are used.  It’s all well and good to say that children can tell their stories, but we need to make sure that they feel comfortable when they report incidents.  Many of the protocols are put together by professionals, but they don’t take into account what children say.  

We also need to ensure that facilities where children have to make their reports [lay charges] are child-friendly.  Many of our police-stations and they are scary places for children; children are small people who can’t even get to look above the counter.  At home, people should feel free to report to their parents or caregivers what has happened to them, but even homes are not ideal, because many families will not believe the child.
JM:
Thank you for those opening remarks.  Lest any of you want to take me to the Gender Commission, I’m going to go “male, female, male, female”, so Ed Linnington, Press Ombudsman: very broadly, what does the Press Ombudsman do?

EL:
The Press Ombudsman has to receive, then mediate and finally adjudicate complaints about what has appeared in the editorial column of newspapers (that includes the comment and opinion, readers’ letters); we have a press code which sets out the ethical guidelines for honest, fair and accurate reporting and fair comment.

I would like to agree with much of what’s been said before – there is a huge, grim picture of child abuse in this country, and it needs a huge, multi-pronged effort, which must obviously include print and broadcast media.  The role of media is not only to inform but also to educate – and they have an enormous influence, particularly in creating an atmosphere in which people look on children in a benign rather than a demeaning way.


The research by the Media Monitoring Project shows that children are under-represented in news reports; they are mostly represented in negative stories, as victims and are stereotyped – females as victims and males as heroes.  

Reporting on children is a mine-field; firstly there are legal restrictions – in our own law, there are things such as the Child Care Act and the Criminal Procedure Act, but then there’s the International Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the International Federation of Journalists’ Guidelines for journalists covering children’s issues.  The Media Monitoring Project has also done a booklet of about 80 pages which is enormously valuable.  So journalists can’t say that this information is not available to them.  

The question is, are they able to learn about it, is there training for them, do they have specialists on child-reporting – as they have on motoring or crime or sport? My feeling is that most newspapers don’t have a child specialist [writer] at all, and you can’t send a journalist blundering into a situation, because there are many difficult pitfalls.  Some of these are clear, for instance, one is not allowed to report on children who are involved in a court case, in any way at all, or have been subjected to violence or abuse; a journalist [might go] to an institution where children are cared for, and take a photograph, not knowing that among those children is one who is involved in a court case.

Journalists have to remember that the interests of the child are always paramount.  If a news report could potentially harm a child, there’s probably a law against publication of the report.  As Press Ombudsman, I receive very few complaints about the way children are represented in the media; mostly, it’s about photographs – including photos of dead children – and my sense is that the objection is not so much to that they are children, but simply that it’s a horrific photograph of a young man hanging from a bridge after committing suicide, or a child thrown from a tall building covered by a blanket.  Behind this is a reluctance to take child abuse matters to some kind of authority, a reluctance to expose the children or expose their relatives.  

Positive action by the press – well, as I said, they need to create a climate in which people look at children in a humanistic way, balancing the public’s right to know with the rights of the child to dignity, privacy and protection.

JM:
As you said, creating the right atmosphere – that’s something we’ll get to a bit later on.  Advocate Retha Meintjies is President of the South African Professional Society on the Abuse of Children.  Very broadly, tell us a little about the organisation and then your opening remarks?

RM:
The SA Professional Society on the Abuse of Children is a multi-disciplinary, multi-professional society aimed at bringing together the expertise and skills of the many professionals involved in addressed the problem of child abuse.  It is the brainchild of Dr Renee Potgieter, who was of the firm view that we all need to be experts when we deal with child abuse, and that we all need to learn from each other.  The problem needs to be approached in a holistic, co-operative manner.  So we identified seven relevant professions at that stage, and founded the society; these seven did not include the media – they were the police, law, social work, medicine, criminology, education and psychology – but not the media.  


At one of our conferences in 2001, we had Steve Collings from Natal University’s Department of Psychology presenting a paper on research he conducted, entitled: The South African Press – should they be part of a co-ordinated response to child sexual abuse, or are they part of the problem?  His research showed that the media do tend to focus on the sensational and to stereotype, and examples [of this] have been discussed both in last week’s programme and today.  So we resolved to work actively with the media and engage the press at our conferences.  In the following years, we had many presentations including William [Bird], who firmly stressed the need for reporters to put the best interests of the child first and foremost in appropriate reporting on child abuse.

This led to us realising that indeed, there is an eighth profession relevant to the handling of child abuse, and we amended our constitution to include this [the media] – this happened this year, and we are proud to have William on our National Council as the representative for the media profession.  This is extremely important because the media can expose not only child abuse in all of its various forms (not only sexual, but physical and emotional), but also the need to expose secondary abuse of children.  

All disciplines involved in handling child abuse, if not experts within their relevant fields, commit some kind of abuse if they deal inappropriately with the problem.  This is the same for the media if they report inappropriately.  We believe that by taking hands with the media, this will lead to improved knowledge of the issues from the perspective of all the various disciplines involved.  This will lead to reporters having a better understanding of the problem of violence, and this will in turn lead to more objective, impartial and improved reporting.  We were therefore very excited when informed by William of the [MMP’s] strategy of monitoring media reports, and we will actively participate once that is set to go.
JM:
Thank you very much indeed – and interesting that all three of you have mentioned the need for more knowledge as far as media are concerned.  Exactly what that knowledge is, is something we’ll get to in the round-table discussion.  Two more guests to introduce:  earlier this week, we were on the line to Professor Kobus van Rooyen, Chairman of the BCCSA:

KvR:
[pre-recorded] The Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South Africa was set up in 1993 and the intention of our Commission is to hear complaints from the public against the broadcasters who fall under our jurisdiction; in fact, about 95% of the broadcasters – all television, definitely – fall under our jurisdiction.  We have a code which we apply, but we are not responsible for the programming; we get complaints on matters like privacy, dignity, hate speech, untrue reporting, unreasonable comment, etc.  

Insofar as children are concerned, there is a special division where children are protected against violence – the whole “watershed ruling” from 9 o’clock in the evening is also there to protect them, but obviously the parents must assist us there.  Of course, within the realm and thinking of these special days where we look at children, I can say that we’ve taken some special steps in judgements which we have handed down in regard to children.  Let me give you three examples: one [involved] a kid who was afflicted with HIV and we allowed the broadcaster to reveal the identity of this child – it was so important to get close to this child to elicit compassion, and as it was also known at his school, and his parents gave permission, we believed that in these circumstances, we could disclose the identity of the child.
Another case we had was about [child maintenance] … we all know how problematic this aspect is in South Africa and worldwide, but generally, men are not paying maintenance regularly, and so often women are stuck in a loving situation with their children, but they simply cannot make it money-wise, and we allowed a programme to be broadcast covering a child [with this background] who was afflicted with another type of illness, and disclosed the family’s identities.  But, in another matter, where sexual abuse was referred to, we were so careful that even in the judgement [document], the names of the people are not mentioned.  

One final example: to make sure that we also assist in spreading the idea that sex should be broadcast in a responsible fashion, and that it’s not for children … we allowed (on 1st December three years ago) the showing of a rather rough, crude film about young people going out and having sex and drinking, taking drugs, because we believe that this film carried a strong message to parents.  We also allowed 702, about six years back, to do an interview with a paedophile; there was a lot of criticism against this, but it suddenly pulled parents in to realise that when they sent their kids off to the cinema in the afternoon, [they were not safe].  [In the film] this paedophile was telling people, in shocking terms, what he and an 11-year-old kid were doing.  
I think our broadcasters in television and radio are doing splendidly in this area – the basic rule would be that when sexual abuse was in the picture, there should be no identification.  But on other issues, such as maintenance not being paid by fathers, or an issue like HIV – if the parents have given permission, one should show this so that there could be greater compassion in society – this would be in the public interest, and it’s part of the task of the broadcaster to move in the public interest.  It doesn’t help to soft-soap these subjects, one has to address them directly and pull the viewer in, indeed, shock the viewer.

JM:
Professor Kobus van Rooyen, who we spoke to a little earlier on.  Our final guest is William Bird, the Executive Director of the Media Monitoring Project.

WB:
It’s important to emphasise that the purpose of this second [conference] session is to talk about the way forward, in terms of what we can do when we see things that we don’t like, and also to think of ways of pre-empting these incidents.  It’s very well to sit and complain, but on some level, that is negative and a reactive response to things.  What I think we’d like to see is a media [industry] where Ed Linington gets to spend a lot more time sitting at his desk playing Solitaire on the computer rather than looking at issues and complaints.  

One of the other key issues is that because covering children – and particularly child abuse – is a very difficult subject, both for the journalist and for the media when they report on that more broadly, we need to consider that each case has its own particular context, and that while there are general and broad rules that we can apply, each particular case very often needs to be viewed [uniquely].  We need to find ways of taking complaints but also where journalists do a very good job – as in an extensive follow-up on the Baby Tshepang case, arguably one of our worst cases of child abuse, finding out what had happened to the men who had been wrongly accused, and on where Baby Tshepang is now and how she’s doing.  
JM:
Perhaps as we go into the second half-hour of this conference we can ask each guest to start thinking about a template, or blueprint, as William rightly suggests, as to solutions to take forward.  Later on we’ll also get a child’s perspective – we took our microphones to a well-known school in Johannesburg and we got to hear from children as well.  


It was interesting to listen to the commonality of experiences as far as our four guests are concerned; Shirley Mabusela, you spoke about creating the right balance between children and media; Ed Linnington spoke about creating the right atmosphere and Retha Meintjies spoke about a holistic approach. So Shirley, that balance that needs to exist between what the media needs to report, and also the fact that it needs to highlight a very important problem, taking into account the rights of children as well – what in fact did you mean by “the balance”?

SM:
What I mean is that journalists and the media have to understand that children have rights, and to appreciate them, and when I say appreciate them – for example, when a story is seen to be temptingly “juicy”, to be told that that the journalist and the media look at that story not in terms of its “juicy” [appeal] but in terms of it being important – for the reason of resolving say, child abuse or neglect – not just a story that is going to sell.  I know that the media are businesses, and they publish newspapers in order to sell them; radios requires listeners, and television too – but it’s important that the media balance their right to tell that story, with the [child’s] rights to protection.  So that’s what I mean; those two rights need to be balanced, and it must be asked what the best interests of the child are.  The story must be told in such a way that people will read it and say “Hey, what can we do to solve this problem?”
JM:
Let me throw a firecracker into the debate and say to you, Retha Meintjies, that it’s OK to compromise the rights of children sometimes if you’re going to highlight a particularly horrific case of abuse, and that might lead to the greater good. 

RM:
I don’t agree.  One has to be terribly careful in saying that it’s OK to compromise the rights of children.  I got a little bit scared when listening to Professor van Rooyen saying that if the parents consent to the identification of the child, [those rights would] not be protected because of “the greater good”.  I don’t agree with that – I don’t know what the child ever said in that scenario, what the child’s views were …

JM:
Maybe the child doesn’t have a view, sometimes?

RM:
Well … I’m quite sure that children always have views; it might not be a very informed view, but that also has to be put into the balance – even if the child does consent, could it really be in that child’s best interests?  I think that is the most important consideration, not whether it’s for the public good or for any other cause – only if it’s in the child’s best interests.  That is the paramount consideration in all matters concerning children, in terms of our Constitution.

JM:
Press Ombudsman, Ed Linnington, can we compromise sometimes on the rights of children?

EL:
I think sometimes we can, indeed.  Look at yesterday’s Saturday Star – it has large photographs of … the victim of this paedophile Peter Zimmerman; I think it’s probably identifiable among his friends and family but they would know about his activities anyway.  As far as the general public is concerned, they will never know who he is – the photograph had a hand across the face.  The point is, I think, that the Star has shown that the police did not do a good job [of gathering evidence]; they didn’t manage to find a person who is quite easily found [the victim] …
JM:
And so highlighted a weakness in the system?

EL:
Indeed – it was definitely in the public interest to know that, and I think that’s an overriding factor.

JM:
William Bird?

WB:
I think there are various instances where one can say that we have to consider what the media are trying to do and the sort of story they’re trying to report.  If you consider yesterday’s story in the Saturday Star, you see that they were trying to highlight the fact that the children that had been abused by this man, three of them in the story said that they hadn’t had their statements taken, so he [Zimmerman] was only charged by one of them.  So [the Star] was highlighting the case of the police not having followed up, and the fact that they [the reporters] managed to find the child.  

But I think that in spite of that being a sensationally and remarkably good story, and it’s brilliant that they did that, it shows that they’ve got an awareness and a consciousness about putting the child’s rights first, to put the child in it in such a way that the child can be identified – I’m not sure that that’s necessary, nor that it adds much value to the story, especially when you then say that we have to consider the best interests of the child.  Perhaps it is the best interest of the child to highlight that justice wasn’t served for this particular child, so I think they’ve got an argument there; but you then also consider that against one of the other classic journalistic tenets, which is minimise harm, in this instance you can say that you can probably identify that child – he’s a street-child; have they done the best possible job they can have in minimising harm?

JM:
But Shirley Mabusela, the dramatic picture, if we’re using the Johannesburg Saturday Star as an example – a dramatic picture like this highlighted the story; it added to the public debate, surely, and more people read about it, and consequently perhaps more people were concerned?

SM:
I think it is dramatic, but it should not have been shown the way it is shown.  If they wanted to show the child they should have covered his face – the person who knows this child will know who the child is; so this is what I would see as secondary abuse.  This child has been abused, and he’s now in the newspapers, people will be talking about him, he doesn’t want to be seen – with his hand over his face, he’s communicating his unwillingness for his picture to be in the newspaper.  Nobody listened – they just took it [the photo] and put it there.  
JM:
Retha Meintjies, that’s quite a charge, isn’t it, against the media. We seem to be using the Saturday Star as an example, but it lends itself well to this discussion.  Shirley is saying that the newspaper is guilty, effectively, of secondary abuse – do you concur with her?

RM:
I do, absolutely, and I feel very strongly about the fact that we should also be exposing secondary abuse instances in all professions.  All of those involved in committing that kind of abuse if they don’t have the necessary knowledge and empathy, or know about the relevant ethical considerations.  So there is dire need for proper education programmes to be put in place, and for everybody who deals with child abuse to be experts.

JM:
Ed, is it just more knowledge that’s needed, or should there simply be rules, laws that are applied that you cannot show a photograph like that, otherwise you will be in contravention?

EL:
Well, I think those laws do exist …

JM:
Well, patently, they’re not very well followed, are they?

EL:
It’s a question of interpretation, because there is a balance and it’s a difficult balance, which the Court must instruct between freedom of speech and rights set out in the Constitution and Bill of Rights.  I think you can argue the point, but the fact that he has his hands over his eyes doesn’t indicate that he was unwilling to be photographed, it merely indicates that the photographer said: “Hide your face.”  So, you can’t draw too many conclusions from that.  But I do think there’s a balance …

JM:
But the two other panellists are effectively saying that the newspaper in this particular instance is guilty of secondary abuse.  Do you think they’re taking it too far?
EL:
I think they aren’t balancing the right for people to know against the rights of the child.  The right to know is more important in this particular instance.

JM:
Shirley Mabusela, would you like to respond to that?

SM:
Well, the right to know does not necessarily mean you need to see a child’s face or picture in the newspaper.  It is important to get the balance, and the story is good, as William rightly says – the story in itself is good, so why use this kind of picture to emphasise the problem or to make people see the child’s face?

JM:
Does it not add to the dramatic import of the story?

WB:
It certainly does add to it – it draws your attention to it, as well as the exclusive label, but I’d also like to move away from victimising Saturday Star in this particular instance … 

JM:
The Saturday Star can stand up for itself, though … 

WB:
… because this is a very common feature to many of our print media in terms of the way that they tend to use a very dramatic image of a child – often the commonality to these images is that instead of protecting the identity of the child, and putting the child’s interests as paramount in the image that they select, they say: “Let’s see how far we can push the envelope in terms of how far you can identify the child”,  so that this particular image is possibly 50-50-touch-and-go as to how and where the person may be identified.  Our monitoring shows that there are a lot of images that are used by some of the tabloid newspapers, particularly the Daily Sun, for example, where they very regularly use images of children in extraordinarily compromising …
JM:
Ed Linnington, I’d like you to pick that up, then.  Surely there’s been an erosion of ethics in the past, and that a precedent has now been set as a result of this, so papers now keep saying: “another organisation has done this, they’ve shown this type of photograph, ergo it’s OK for us to do it”, and gradually there is this seepage in terms of how much we can reveal?

EL:
There is some truth in that – I think that you can’t really claim to have a right to do something because somebody else has overstepped certain rights in the past.  I think these matters are best judged according to law – I’m dealing with the question of newspaper ethics. --- [tape malfunction] --- there’s a lack of facilities [for this] in journalism generally.

JM:
And Shirley Mabusela, to your point, and I think one that Retha Meintjies made as well --- [tape malfunction] --- [ethical] knowledge that seems to have disappeared as far as newsrooms are concerned.
SM:
That knowledge may still be there, but it’s not applied.

JM:
Why isn’t it applied properly?

SM:
I’m not sure, but maybe it’s because people take a chance by saying: “This is a good story, and if I show it this way, it’s going to sell and hey … I can get away with it”.

JM:
Because Retha Meintjies, it’s become a very competitive media environment, hasn’t it?

RM:
Absolutely, and the emphasis is still on the sensational rather than what is best for the child.

JM:
So are you fighting a losing battle here?

RM:
No.  We will most definitely be moving forward.  We have taken hands with the media, within our own Society we will participate in the Media Monitoring Project that is being put forward …

JM:
With what objective?  It’s all very well that we’re talking about this, isn’t it, but ultimately, would this be with the view of sanctioning …?

RM:
It would be far more appropriate, pro-active and positive if, by raising the necessary awareness amongst reporters, we prevent this kind of thing happening than by threatening them with legal action, which I have done in the past.  So I do think we’ll be able to move forward, by properly monitoring, by educating, by hoping for dedicated journalists who really know what it’s all about …

JM:
When you’ve threatened legal action in the past, what has happened?

RM:
It was a problem because the police were very reluctant to investigate properly, and so the investigation took very long and in the end I was of the view that it would not be of any assistance …
JM:
Why were the police reluctant to investigate?

RM:
I suspect that it was because they see the media as very important role-players, and they need the co-operation of the media in many of their other matters, so …
JM:
William Bird, do you have a view on that?

WB:
Yes – certainly monitoring of the media is a key issue, it’s what we do and it’s our core business.  [As to] this question around the police viewing the media as valuable partners, I think they are indeed wary of possibly following up with charges against the particular media [outlet] because it’s not something over which they want to get into a massive conflict … but it’s also the case that, although it’s easy to blame the media, very often it’s the police that feed the media these stories and give them access to children.

JM:
That’s a very nasty circle.

WB:
Recently we saw the private free-to-air broadcaster, broadcasting in a police situation, where the police gave the media access to parents who’d learnt that their child had been positively identified as being dead.  Now you have to say that while the media violated [the parents’] possible right to grieve, we must talk about the role of the police in that circumstance. 

But we must also say that it’s not just a matter of looking at these things on balance, because what we find is that if you look at the members of SAPSAC, their general response to media is extraordinarily negative, many of them primarily because they’ve had very negative experiences in dealings with the media; many of these people who are experts in [dealing with] child abuse find these kind of images offensive.  
Certainly, the children that we work with find them offensive, so it’s not merely about educating the journalists and reporters, because when this is published, make no error, these media are experts themselves, with excellent legal advisors and they make very sure that they stay just within the bounds of the law.  So I think we need to start shifting that balance, and we have mechanisms to do this.
JM:
OK, how to shift the balance will be an interesting one to pick up with the panel.  We’ve been hearing a lot of adult perspective as far as this debate is concerned, let’s hear now from the children:

[Pre-recorded voices of 10-12 year-old children]:

“The one thing I hate is when a mother and her child went to go fishing and two guys raped her 8-year-old and cut her throat, and the also killed the mother, and that was the one thing I hated.  And the things I love are “Thakalani Sesame” – it educates me; and I love “The Bold and the Beautiful” – it just shows how life goes if you’re married and if you’re not married.” 

“But some parents, they drink alcohol, get drunk and they start hitting the children for no reason – they should not beat a child, they should ground a child – my mother talks to me about it, and she tries to comfort me.”
“The one story that I didn’t like was when the child was raped and they never found the rapist.  The things I like is when there’s nice things on TV, comedies and those things.”
“This girl, she went with a stranger, without asking her mother, and they stuffed her in a suitcase.  Then the news said they don’t know if she trusted her killer.”
“We should hear about the girl’s side first, and then we can carry on, I think – because it might be a different story from the girl’s side.”
“I heard this story about Satanism – that makes me feel very scared, because it’s about the devil’s stuff.”
“It mustn’t be just on one side, this happy story or a sad story.  It must all be together.”
“If a picture of me showed me looking ugly I’d be embarrassed, I wouldn’t come to school; I’d stay at home, never show my face again.”
“I wish there was one child that can present only children’s news before the bulletin of adult news.”
“You get news from newspapers, TV and radio.  The media cannot just write a story about a child who’s been raped before consulting with the parents.  The media arrange a meeting for the child and the parents and ask them if they want to publish this story or not.  The way they present children’s stories – I can advise the journalists that they have to consult with the parents before they publish a story, to inform them that they mustn’t abuse their children.”
“Our right is to say no, if you don’t want to be put on the news.  The way they present children is like when a child was raped then they say it like they don’t feel or care for the child.”  

“If it’s sad stories, I feel really bad about them.  You have to say no if you don’t want to be interviewed by the journalist – it makes me feel scared at times.”
JM:
Some very honest and forthright views on our “Media and Minors” Conference, as we go back to our panel now, and try to develop some ideas in terms of a blueprint or a template.  Shirley Mabusela: William Bird said that it’s all very well to raise awareness, but we need to take it a step further; mechanisms need to be put in place.  Do you have any suggestions on how we can reinforce some of the concepts that you’ve raised this morning?

SM:
I think there’s a need for media and people who work in the area of child abuse and neglect to have regular discussions around these issues.  Not weekly, but maybe quarterly, to see how we are doing, because as I said at the beginning, since we’ve had this Constitution and Bill of Rights and children’s rights entrenched, this situation has improved. I remember some years back when children were in the media in a very bad way and nobody cared, but now people are much more sensitive.  William’s outfit does media monitoring, so why don’t we get together on a three-monthly basis to see how we’re doing?  Are we losing it, or making progress, and also bring in children’s voices and see what they have to say about that.

JM:
Noble intentions, Retha, it’s a good idea, but the reality is, will it achieve anything?  A polite meeting to discuss a progress report?  

RM:
I think it’s also up to the general public not to be complacent, but to complain in every instance that they view …

JM:
In other words, give Mr Linnington here more work?

RM:
Yes, certainly.  And on the other hand, to require from reporters that they work more closely with the other disciplines involved so that they can have a better understanding of the complexities involved.

JM:
Practically, what would you have reporters doing?

RM:
Reporters … should also highlight the secondary abuse that is committed by those professionals.
JM:
Ed Linnington, how much more [newsroom] specialisation is needed?  You said that one has crime reporters and motoring reporters – do we have enough reporters in newsrooms covering this particular issue?

EL:
No, I don’t think so.  And I don’t like the idea of censorship or pressure being put on newspapers to conform to a particular thing, because they are entitled to publish what they like and suffer the consequences afterwards.  So the idea of making them more aware of the guidelines that are already coming out of their own profession is fine, but not the idea of outsiders imposing their role on newspapers – that should be strictly avoided.
JM:
But Shirley, you weren’t suggesting that they impose their will, you were just suggesting a good old bosberaad, every once in a while…?

SM:
Definitely not, I’m also against censorship.  What I’m talking about is making people aware – awareness might seem like going “softly-softly” but people begin to appreciate the fact that this is important enough for us to go to these discussions, talk about them and look at the reality of how we are performing.  We have to monitor and evaluate all the time how we do in these areas.

JM:
But why don’t you take the media on, though – be a little more prescriptive, ignore what Ed Linnington is saying, and say: “Listen guys, you’re actually getting this wrong – this is who you should do it.”?

SM:
There are ways in which media have been told that certain things are wrong, and shouldn’t be done this way, there are books that talk about it, and the media know about it.  It’s important for us to be saying to them: ”You know what needs to be done, but let us together form a monitoring team that takes the knowledge, this is what is happening and this is how best we can do it to protect our children.”

JM:
William Bird, are the media going to be responsive to something like this, or is it simply a case of “publish and be damned” and as Ed Linnington said, “Suffer the consequences”?

WB:
I don’t think so – generally our experience with our media mentors has been remarkably positive.  The media generally are very open to getting access to more specialised information, learning more, all the journalists that I know who are proud of being journalists are happy to learn more about their fields, and they are interested in getting really good stories – this is the basic food of being a journalist.  

JM:
But also the basic food of being a journalist, William, as you well know, is to get a story like [the one] in the Saturday Star, when you can put a great big “exclusive” banner on it and show partially the face of someone who’s been abused.  That’s the currency of journalism.  [But] they’re not going to get away with that.

WB:
Yes, it is, and as you say, they won’t get away with that.  One of the mechanisms that we’re about to implement will ensure that the media start to hear from their readers, listeners and viewers about what they do like and don’t like – what sort of things are acceptable.  To that end, MicroSoft South Africa have supported an initiative that we’re working on with SAPSAC and other child abuse experts, where if we identify an example of where a child’s rights have been violated, or where the media do a particularly good job, we will highlight the negative and the positive, and submit those complaints to the Press Ombudsman or to the Broadcast Complaints Commission, to the editors and the other various regulatory bodies …
JM:
So it’s a policy of “name and shame”?

WB:
Yes, but also a policy of highlighting where journalists do really well, and to that extent, we’ll be having some children’s awards next year, where the idea is that the emphasis will be placed on the best story idea by media.

JM:
Ed Linnington, my sense is that the “debit column” will be bigger than the “credit column” in this initiative?

EL:
Yes, I should think so.  I like the idea of the examination of how the Courts and the Child Protection Unit (which I think is still in existence but is being threatened …) work through their secondary abuse and that the media expose this.  I’m not so keen on the idea of pressure groups on the media, because again, it amounts to a kind of censorship – media should make their own rules, through self-regulation and not through someone else, otherwise it’s no longer [an ethos] of free media.  One has to be careful about that.

JM:
But Shirley, you would say that the media could do with a little help on their way?

SM:
I’m very sure about that.  As William says, there are willing journalists out there and media houses too, who are willing to listen and talk about these issues.  It’s happening already, there are a number of organisations working with children and allowing children to make inputs in terms of how they want to see themselves on TV, in print media…
JM:
Retha Meintjies, you’re going to get the final word.  Shirley has raised an interesting point about “many organisations”.  Isn’t that fundamentally the problem, that [the movement is] too fragmented and there’s no single voice?

RM:
It is usually a problem, but I do think there’s a huge step being taken in the right direction with William’s monitoring project getting all these bodies together, and all of them complaining simultaneously.  We certainly need to take note of that.

JM:
That’s a good place to leave it. [Thanked all panellists].
ooOOoo
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