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Media @ SAfm – 27 November 2005

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

(facilitated by Jeremy Maggs)
JM:
This focus is the brainchild of the Media Monitoring Project, and my thanks to the Director, William Bird, for the idea and for putting it together; he will participate in the panel discussion.  I’m going to suggest that we won’t get any definitive answers this morning, but what we’re going to try and do is to put an international and African perspective on the subject, and maybe at least further the debate.  

Underpinning the whole idea is the role of the media – that’s important.  How do we perform? How do we make the subject more compelling, and give it a voice as well, 365 days a year?  Remember that an issue like this is competing with many other social issues, particularly in this country, in a developing country like ours.  


We have, apart from William Bird, four guests with us this morning: each is going to have a few minutes to state their position and then between now and 11h00 I’ll facilitate a panel discussion.  It’s also Part 1 of a two-part programme conference – this time next week, we’ll have a second panel of experts discussing much the same thing, and I’ll tell you a little about them later on in the programme.
Today, we have Cheryl Gillwald, the Deputy-Minister of Correctional Services; Professor Jenny Kizinger who is with the School of Journalism, Media and Cultural Studies at Cardiff University – giving us an international context to the discussion; giving us an African context is Kingsley Obom-Egbulem, Director of Programmes for Youth Media and Communications; and Nadia Bulbulia, ICASA Councillor and activist for child rights and media.  

Cheryl Gillwald, good morning to you.  Thanks very much for joining us in what I think is a first on South African radio – I don’t think we’ve hosted an on-air conference before, so, as if you were addressing a conference, I’m going to call you up to the podium and give you your few minutes to state your position.

CG:
My first statement is to say that we’re here because of the 16 Days of Activism for No Violence Against Women and Children, and the whole point of this is to raise awareness and “conscientise” people about the issues around abuse and violence, and then to give them constructive alternatives.  Very often we are the victims of stereotypes, and are not even aware of them, and once highlighted, behaviour changes happens more easily.  
Quite clearly, the way children and women are shown and highlighted in the press will play into those stereotypes, or explode them and offer alternatives.  And sometimes with issues about violence, you see graphic, shocking stories that don’t take the reader any further – they don’t show them how to imagine a South Africa where there is not this kind of violence –and how to act against it in your own personal environment at home, at work, in schools and in our communities.  I do believe that sometimes, shocking messages take people to a space and then they realise how bad it is; but the media are critical in breaking down the stereotypes that surround women in terms of their inequality and low status – and the same applies to children.  If they [the media] did more substantive coverage, perhaps showing a very serious story of wife or child abuse and showed the public what happens afterwards, a single case in the context of a society that is battling to internalise the values of our new, transformed South Africa.
JM:
Cheryl, thank you very much indeed.  I know that you have to be gone at around 10h30 so I’m going to ask you stay on the line for as long as you possibly can.  Our next speaker is Professor Jenny Kizinger, School of Journalism, Cultural and Media Studies at Cardiff University … thank you very much for joining us today … you’ve been listening in to our Deputy Minister raising some interesting points about stereotypes, shock messaging and that perhaps more substantive coverage needs to be given to this particular issue.  From your perspective, a few minutes on your context?

JK:
Well, I’d certainly agree with a lot of the issues that she’s raised; the mass media have a really crucial role to play in changing all forms of abuse and particularly the sexual and physical abuse within the family, where that’s often hidden by taboo and secrecy. My research has looked at the very positive role that the media can play in breaking the silence, but also some of the problems in the way the media represent this issue.  
If we look at the European context, there’ve been huge changes over the last 20 or 30 years.  Thirty years ago, mention of childhood sexual abuse, particularly things like incest, really were taboo; there’s a lot of stigma associated with being abused in that way, and there were stereotypes like the little “Lolita” child who perhaps seduces the grown-up.  That really changed in the mid-1980s and we suddenly found a lot of news coverage, discussion shows, films and, very importantly, TV drama, taking on the reality of abuse.  
What my research over the last 20 years has shown is that this has been crucial: it’s allowed children to confront what was happening to them, it wasn’t just “Daddy’s secret” anymore.  It supported children and adults in seeking help and it has been able to interrupt ongoing abuse, so that the teacher who is now onto his third generation of victims, or the father who is now abusing not only his daughter but has moved on to his grandchildren, have been confronted about this behaviour.  In that sense, the media have really helped create social transformation.   At the same time, there are a lot of problems … do you want me to go on to those a bit?
JM:
Certainly, please do so.

JK:
I think what we’ve seen in the European context is four major problem areas – in the representation of children, in the representation of the families, in child protection agencies being made scapegoats, and then perhaps above all – very problematic misrepresentations of sexual predators.  If I just run through those and we think first about the representation of children, there is still the problem of victim-blaming, particularly those who were abused through prostitution – and I’m using that phrase very deliberately – because when you talk about child prostitutes, one sometimes frames the children more as delinquents than as victims, and we really have to challenge that.  

A lot of the reporting is still very voyeuristic and exploitative, and you also have this problem of the concept of “childhood innocence” which gets mobilised a lot when we talk about child sexual abuse and say “this is robbing children of their innocence…” – that’s a double-edged sword, because it means that the child who has been raped or sexually abused can end up being seen as damaged goods, and you’re undermining that child’s sense of himself or herself.  We’ve also had a case in the UK where a judge decided to be lenient with a rapist because he said that the eight-year-old girl had jumped into bed with him [the accused] before he raped her, and was (and I quote) “no angel” – so, somehow, if the child is anything less than an angel, she deserves to be abused!
Moving on to the representation of families, journalists have real problems when the abuse is within a family, and the parents are vocally protesting their innocence, because journalists don’t have access to the children’s voices and they tend to assume that the parents represent the best interests of the family.  

Then you get child protection agencies being scapegoated – those who are trying to intervene in families.  There’s a failure to understand the complex issues in child protection, and children themselves are being alienated from seeking help.  I remember one teenage girl who said to me “Well, for ages I didn’t tell anyone, because journalists put a barrier up – they made me scared of social workers and I thought that if I told, I’d get snatched into care.”

In the final area, the way we represent sexual predators is as if they are a complete breed apart - beasts and abnormal and shifty-looking, suggesting that we could tell, just by looking, who is a paedophile – and that’s just not the case.  Most children, certainly in the European context, are abused by somebody that they know and if they’re put into prostitution, it’s often by a father or uncle who uses them as an income-source.  

So I think we need to challenge these stereotypes of abusers because it doesn’t help us to protect children, and to challenge some of the conflation and prejudices that go along with those stereotypes of abusers.  In the European context, it’s often assumed that people with mental illness or mental disability are more likely to abuse children, which is just not true.  Or sometimes you get anti-gay attitudes, the idea that if a man is homosexual, he is more likely to abuse children, which again is not true.  We need to recognise that the abuser could be anyone – usually a man but sometimes a woman – but often in the trusted social circle; and again, the media are crucial in helping us to recognise the different sources of danger and of course that would be different in different cultures … and I’d be interested to hear more about the South African context.  But we need the media to confront all of those issues.
JM:
Alright Jenny, you’ve given us about four or five pages of notes to digest and discuss as the hour continues.  Our next guest is with an organisation called Youth Media and Communications, Kingsley Obom-Egbulem – you’ve been listening in to what Jenny Kizinger has to say.  Is the African experience much the same as the international one?
KOB:
Well I think that Africa is very big, and for me, I have a limited understanding of the situation outside Nigeria.  I’m more comfortable talking about the Nigerian picture. Of course, there are pockets of abuse going on here that affect children, and paedophilia – the word and the concept – is seen as alien here, so it’s very difficult to identify with such things going on in Nigeria.  But I know very well, and we’ve had reported cases (not only in the media but in closed-door discussions), about children who are abused by uncles, fathers, guardians, teachers … the Nigerian situation is still one of denial, but there are paedophiles all over the place.  

JM:
And Kingsley, are the media in Nigeria also in denial?

KOB:
Well, for the media, that is not an issue – politics seem to be taking the shine of media coverage here., and economic issues seem to be the most attractive to cover; so you hardly find any space given to issues like this. For a journalist to do stories like this, one would need to go out of one’s normal routine coverage to identify cases of child sexual abuse, and not every journalist will go out of their way to do so; Nigeria is not as open as some societies in this regard.  You have the problem of children being coerced and forced to keep their mouths shut; if the child depends entirely on the guardian, he or she won’t spill the beans because the consequences might be too great – the child could lose shelter (be kicked out of the house), payment of school fees could be stopped.  It’s not like it is in Europe, where there are social networks so that if the child decides to open up, there are systems and mechanisms in place to care for that child.
JM:
Our fourth guest is from ICASA, and is a child rights and media activist – Nadia Bulbulia, good morning to you.  It was an interesting point, wasn’t it, that Kingsley raised, about it being an issue competing for space within the media?
NB:
Absolutely. Thanks Jeremy – and I think all the speakers have raised some really pertinent issues.  In our context we are very concerned about child-headed households and particularly worried about the exploitation of children in the media (our honourable Deputy Minister has raised that), as well as issues around behavioural change and stereotyping.  

We deal specifically with the electronic media and earlier, one of your guests was talking about the need to do in-depth investigation, to follow a story and to update audiences, but we also consider the need for radio and television to provide opportunities and sources where people can actually get assistance.  How often do we hear of programmes and then following that, the opportunities people have to go to social services or local authorities – what is it that people can do, the next step?  

Also, we are concerned about young people’s and children’s perspectives of our society, how different issues affect them and how youth are interpreting these, how their lives and futures will be shaped according to these influences.  We have such a large young audience represented in our country, and we see radio as the core electronic media tool and opportunity to be used in educational facilities and others, to be used in the home. Therefore we need to make our children more “media-savvy”, if you will, through media education - beyond media literacy to just understand basic symbols) - to understand what the medium of radio is about, and how we can use it to empower ourselves, to communicate our messages and to participate as equal players.  
JM:
Now, William Bird from the Media Monitoring Project – you wouldn’t have floated the idea in the first place, had you not thought that there was a “disconnect”, a problem with the issue itself and how the media are handling it. 

WB:
Yes, and good morning everyone.  It’s a fascinating issue for us, because we’ve done extensive research studying children and how they are represented in news media and this is one of the areas that is particularly important, precisely because child abuse in South Africa is a substantial problem.  In similar developing nations they don’t have anywhere near the same levels of child abuse, so it’s an issue that our media do deal with, and they deal with it extensively – child abuse gets a lot of coverage in South African media, so let’s not suggest for a moment that it doesn’t – but it’s the way that it’s covered, very often, that leads to some of these problems.

Key among those would be, for example, if they name or identify a child who has been abused or is a victim of a particular crime – the danger of that is that it’s not only against the law, but, critically, it further violates the rights of that child, and that’s essentially one of the areas that we want to pull out of this conference.  We want to make sure that we look at the various things that can impact on what would lead journalists to do that – what pressures they are under and what the various competing decision are that they have to make in compiling their stories.

JM:
Deputy Minister Gillwald, back to you – let me pick up on one of the issues that you raised in your opening remarks.  You spoke about the strategy being important, and contextualising the whole issue a little further.  Where are the media failing to contextualise?

CG:
Jeremy, I see the media too much as a critical partner to accuse them of failing.  I think one of the issues is, as William pointed out, training.  Are the people who are reporting for instance on court cases, covering child abuse – do they know the law?  Do they know what they’re not allowed to say?  Are there editors supervising them in that way, just making sure that they don’t break the basic rules?  
There is one thing that the media can do [differently]; very often, the sources of the story are adult males – what you’re getting is an adult male perspective on issues of gender.  In our campaign [the 16 Days] and I think William will corroborate this, barely 50% of the stories, unlike the rest of the year, start being generated by women. 
Now, on issues of children talking to children, children explaining themselves to this country, saying “this is what is important to us, this is how you can make a difference…” – we need to source our stories (and the papers can make a concerted decision about this) so that we get a varied view.  I’m not saying that we should eliminate men – on the contrary, men and boys play a particular role in combating this, and could provide very useful ideas about how we get together.  But the absence of children’s opinion about their plight, and what they think we as adults can do, arises because I don’t think we understand the issues around equality.  One always sees children as somehow diminutive in opinion, and very often, when they are talking to one another, constructive solutions to this problem come out.  I would really like to encourage the managers and editors and decision-makers at newspapers to devote certain space to children showing us what they think can happen in their favour to eliminate this problem.
JM:
Alright, Cheryl Gillwald, I’m going to put that now to Jenny Kizinger.  Jenny, you raised the issue of too little access to child voices; pick that up for us as to how we can improve that.  The other issue that the Deputy Minister also raised was that of the media themselves understanding the broader issues of abuse.

JK:
Yes. I think there’s a real problem with the training of journalists, and I say that as someone who runs a journalism training school; the problem is their understanding the broader context of inequality in gender, and inequality between adults and children.  As for listening to children’s voices … this reminds me of some research I did where I went in and did group discussions with 13-, 14- and 15-year-old girls, all of whom had been sexually abused and were in support groups.  I asked them to talk about what they thought the media should be doing. They were brilliant: so articulate, so angry, so incisive in what they had to say. 

I wish I had been able to videotape the entire group discussion and show that to journalists, because I think that would have made them [the journalists] think twice – instead of which, I condensed some of the findings, and these girls were saying: “Allow us to speak for ourselves, don’t stereotype us, don’t blame us, protect our identity, provide accurate information about getting help, what will happen if I tell…” and one of their recommendations was the use of drama – radio or TV drama – to play out some of the dilemmas an abused child is facing, and what may happen when intervention occurs.  

We had a very successful example of that in the UK, where one of the most popular soap operas took on this issue.  These young women were so positive about that, and identified with it; I remember one of them saying: “It’s like you can relate to the telly, and you’ve got a relationship with the key character, and you can talk to each other about the feelings she’s going through and you can experience the anger and the survival process of what the character in the soap opera went through.” So that’s one way forward.
JM:
Nadia, maybe a thought from you on that particular point (and then we’ll get to Kingsley and William Bird) about understanding the issue, the simplicity of message?

NB:
Absolutely.  The regulator, as you know, Jeremy, has recently insisted that the full spectrum of SABC radio services include programmes for children.  The creativity around that, whether you do dramas, in-depth documentaries, using the perspectives of children, with them actually participating in creating those messages, will be something we’ll have to look out for.  

These things have a “stop-start” effect; I remember almost a decade ago when our current president was busy with the SABC on children’s voices – a whole campaign around it – in a changing South Africa as it was emerging out of apartheid. So people come on board for a while and it somehow dies away, but it is about consistency, ensuring that we are doing programmes that are actually communicating a message, but one that gives possible solutions, options and choices, and the training that William has mentioned is key to this.  William [the MMP] has done this training with journalists, and we find that people come on top of the issue and suddenly disappear from it.  This is the big challenge: where are our journalists and media specialists in keeping this going and not waiting for the 16 Days of Activism Campaign every year – what are we doing throughout the year?
JM:
Well, William –let me come to you after our guest in Nigeria, Kingsley Obom-Egbulem.  Perhaps you have some thoughts on Nadia’s point about maintaining consistency of message?
KOB:
We need to go back to our journalism schools.  By that I mean laying the foundation, repositioning the way the media emphasise the issues that affect children.  That is where people like journalism teachers will need to reorganise their models, because I did a course called “Media Ethics” and you won’t believe that in that course, we were busy looking at issues that affect adults – we did not have a course looking at ethics as they affect children.  Reporting on children and their rights should be a key component of every journalism curriculum, because when journalists are aware that issues relating to children are fundamental, they won’t then need to be taught in the news-rooms – they will understand at the level of their studies how to go about reporting on these things when they are on air or putting items through the news-rooms.  Because our journalism school have little or no place for children, we graduate from them and carry on [in the same way].
JM:
We have to manage the time here as Deputy Minister Cheryl Gillwald has to leave us for another engagement; Cheryl, take a final moment or two to wrap things up from your perspective, and perhaps use this by answering the following question: 16 days of activism, it’s a good thing; Nadia spoke about maintaining consistency of message – it’s a big challenge, isn’t it, for the media to maintain that over the next 12 months?  The reality is that we’re going to fail …

CG:
I don’t think that’s reality. I do think that consistency is critical, but what we’ve decided is that this has to be a 365-day event, and so for instance, we go out throughout the year; we now have a resource project team that tries to integrate the values of this Campaign into, for example, the Safer Schools Project, into our relations with media houses – we speak to them, consult them, ask them what can be done.  The Media Monitoring Project helps us with this.  The GCIS [government] helps us get these issues brought into the minds and hearts of the editors and decision-makers in the media; issues around, for instance, the pornography that is available to children on cell-phones – this has to be part of this Campaign.

It’s year-round, Jeremy, and we need to redouble our efforts, to get that critical mass of South Africans thinking every day about how we make this a safer society through their various specialist fields: if they are police-persons, journalists, politicians, whatever their calling is, it contributes directly into the basic values of this Campaign, and the media are critical in shaping decision-making – we’ve seen how the media can take one story and run with it, and mould opinion.  If they take that role seriously and think how to get all constituencies involved – children, women, men, old and young – and they make that active decision to do so, then we stand a real chance, standing together in partnership, working with government and civil society.  The key to this is partnerships – all the people that are on your panel should be maintaining contact and educating one another, because we very often slip into our old roles.  The contact should be maintained on an ongoing basis so that we can say: “What have we achieved over the last year?  How have we moved forward? What could we do better?  And constantly interrogate those questions”.
JM:
Cheryl Gillwald, Deputy Minister of Correctional Services, thank you very much for joining us on our radio conference entitled “Media and Minors” – this is Part 1, with Part 2 next week at the same time here on SAfm.  All our panellists this morning have raised the issue of giving children voices as far as [coverage of abuse] is concerned, so let’s hear what they [children] have to say…

Here followed a recording of 12 and 13-year-olds from Saxonwold Primary School commenting on media coverage of youth issues:

“I like stories about families, but not just bad stuff – good and bad stuff – I feel a bit upset with some things as I get very sensitive, and I feel sad about what happens to people if it’s a bad thing …”

“Media is a form of communication, how people communicate around the world, by newspapers, TV and radio – they can hear and see things, what’s happening around the world.  You get informed about what’s going to happen and what has happened and if it’s going to affect you or your country.”
“The last time we went to the Media Monitoring Programme, we had given a story about a little boy who was beaten up and they had put his picture, not his name, in the story, on the front cover – which I thought was really bad, because maybe the child just thought he was having his photo taken just to be nice, but he really didn’t know what was going on, because they didn’t even say anything about if the child spoke or not.”

“There’s this other story about two children – one was, I think, six or nine years old and the other one was 12, and they got burnt in the shack while the parents were gone.  That’s affected me.”

“It was fine that you had asked us to take the photo, but if you hadn’t, I wouldn’t have liked my photo in there, because maybe I don’t want other people to see me in there, like other people who are out to destroy me or whatever the case may be.”

“People must be aware and learn from the mistakes that happened around the world, and to be careful and more responsible.”

“Media is the communication of people to other people and the flowing of information in many forms.”  

“Recently I haven’t really been listening and watching newspapers because of the whole exams thing, but the story that I have been following was the Jacob Zuma trial, because my mom’s been keeping me updated on that.”

“When I read a newspaper and I see on the one hand a story on a 52-year-old man, for example, and on the other side, of a child, I don’t think there’s any difference – I think it’s a story, and in both matters they ask for the opinions of the victims.”

“I’m scared that it happens to me, and the last weekend it was so weird, because I was at my friend’s house, four of us, and we were followed by people and we had to run away from them and then when we started running, they started jogging, so it freaked me out, because I get very scared of those kind of things.”

“It’s your life, so you should have control over what goes into the newspaper about your life and what doesn’t.”

JM:
Well, some very strong and forthright opinions there on our subject – Media and Minors, to coincide with the 16 Days of Activism Against Women and Child Abuse.  … [re-introduction of speakers] … William Bird, could you pick up on a point that the Deputy Minister raised about the media sometimes reporting the issue merely through shocking images and messages, underpinning that sensationalism?  I would put it to you that sometimes, that’s the best way in, because it raises consciousness.
WB:
It’s a bit of a Catch-22 that, because what you get is a tendency to represent the most extreme nature of abuse, so it’s no longer newsworthy for a child “just” to be neglected, you need to neglect that child, tie that child up, preferably do something to them with a hot iron, sexually abuse them and then probably rape them and then you’ve got an interesting story – so that your level of extreme continually [intensifies].  It highlights the most revolting elements of our society, and there’s no question that it should be reported, but you also get this situation where you get a sense that abuse is this particular extreme thing.  

If you look at research done by the HSRC at the end of last year, they talk about the most common form of abuse in South Africa actually being child neglect, yet if you look at the way that tends to be represented in the media in South Africa, it seems to be almost exclusively sexual abuse - which makes up a very critical part of it, but it’s a significantly smaller part of the abuse.

JM:
And that’s the trap that I’ve just fallen into when re-introducing the debate – of course, it’s not just about sexual abuse, is it?  Jenny, I want to bring you back into the conversation, I would suggest to you that William has a very altruistic view on this, but the reality is that the media deal in extremes.

JK:
They do, but then of course, they kind of wear themselves out – there were journalists telling me by the mid-nineties that child abuse, and I quote, “isn’t sexy any more”, and “we are suffering from child abuse fatigue”.  So, having done all these sensational stories, it wasn’t just the audience who was becoming de-sensitised, journalists felt they’d “been there, done that, not much else to say about it anymore” – so they eat themselves up, the fire consumes itself.
JM:
So how do you change the perception, or the mindset?

JK:
Education by listening to children.  I think when you introduce journalists to listening directly to children, you re-energise the journalists’ sense of both social consciousness and being able to find new angles - what makes the stories interesting.  They are looking for a new hook and actually, everything that we’ve been saying about supporting children in having their own voices heard, can be a new hook for journalists, and enables us to work with some of those media values as well as trying to challenge some of them.

JM:
This notion of the 16 Days of Activism, from a media perspective, do you think it’s a good idea?

JK:
Well, we have Breast Cancer Awareness Week, and AIDS Awareness Week, and yes, I think you have to create a news event – that’s the reason why the media are covering this topic now, so, yup, it works.  

JM:
Kingsley, what do you think about that?  Is it a good idea, this 16 Days of Activism that we’re running in South Africa, or as Jenny describes it, a news event – are we just contriving something to create news, particularly at a time of year when news starts to slow up?

KOB:
Not really – it just happens to be the only time available for such programmes but I think it shouldn’t be a one-off affair.  We need to strive to create a tradition in the media that respects children’s opinions.  We need to create a lasting, sustainable, culture within the media that appreciates the child’s perspective of every issue – so it’s not just about this Campaign, but we need to continue to let the media know on a consistent basis why they should respect children, and not just in covering child abuse issues, but every other issue, to identify that child view – whether it’s of politics, business, economy, they have a perspective and the more the media project that, the more that society at large would appreciate the need to give children a voice.
JM:
Nadia, it would seem to me that one of the problems identified is this one of making sure that children’s voices are heard – how then do you facilitate a line of communication between media and children?

NB:
Just to back quickly to the Campaign – remember that this also coincides with International AIDS Day and Human Rights Day, so I think it’s very timely the way that it’s been done …
JM:
Timely or perhaps confusing?

NB:
Well, if you’re in the media, I think it gives you an opportunity to raise these issues and to keep the momentum going which is good, but I think what Jenny raised about de-sensitising society is what concerns William and I – things have to be so extreme for us to go “Oh my goodness”, and when you read stories in the print media about a boy that fell down a drain being referred to as “The Drain Child” – I mean, these kinds of things are alarming: what kind of society are we living in and why do we continue to perpetuate this?  Why don’t we just put on the brakes and say that something is wrong here?  Why are we doing it this way?

JM:
Is it not better, though, to have the headline “The Drain Child” than not to report the story at all?

NB:
You’re right, and that is the double-edged sword thing, and as media practitioners, we need to do a lot more soul-searching and come to the table to have these important discussions and debates.  We say that we must engage children – but my biggest fear is that we talk down to children; how are journalists actually going to be equipped and ready enough to engage on a one-to-one basis and give children a real opportunity where their message is truly communicated?  We can do it by radio, in the wonderful TV products which we see – whether it’s a Soul City or Soul Buddyz and other interesting opportunities, but also in understanding the everyday realities of children. 

Coming to South Africa, our children have had to grow up very quickly, Jeremy, we know that; they are dealing with difficult circumstances: poverty, lack of education, child-headed households … how do we start engaging at that level where a child is looking after another child, having to make informed decisions and choices around what that child is exposed to and interacting with?  

So I think the challenge is out there for all of us; the Deputy Minister talked about us coming together on this, sharing experiences, ideas and working on a plan of action going forward. I would hope that we do begin to see this every year and see how far we’ve come, but we need to come together, and start having this basic discussion around this, and not pretend that there’s no problem …
JM:
And creating, William Bird, a set of benchmarks, as Nadia mentions?

WB:
Yes I think we’re trying to do that – one of the projects we’re working on is a children’s media mentoring project, and in fact we’ve got two mentors at the SABC – we give them regular access to children’s reference groups, and we work with them on various (and hundreds of) issues; they are fully aware and children are the most fascinating, I believe, to report on, but they are also one of the hardest because you’ve got more ethical issues than you can fill up the Titanic with – it’s enormous, the potential for excitement, but also for ethical dilemmas.  So one of the things we’re doing is working with journalists and children in trying to ensure that children’s voices and perspectives are included as part of that.  


But I also wanted to look at the issue of sexualisation, because we talked about the extremes, and I’d be interested to hear Prof Kizinger’s views on this.  One of the trends we’ve identified in South Africa is that rather than “innocence”, we’re seeing a sexualisation of young girls, so we’re getting story headlines about a “Sex Siren”  who’s 14; they talk about how young girls go and seduce older men, “oh, she seduced me” – there’s a current case where a football star is alleging this, and we are getting stories in various other media where it is suggested that these young children are in fact the ones doing these evil and dastardly things to adults!  This is a similar representation to one we find with gender-based violence – very often in the case of rape, the male perpetrator is represented as taking the position that “she asked for it, so I did it…” – we get this with children too.  
JM:
And the consequence, William, is, obviously, less sympathy [for the children]?  Jenny, the point William raises about the sexualisation of young children in the media as contributing to the problem?
JK:
I think now that we’ve more or less got away from that in a large part of the European media – it just isn’t acceptable any more to say that a 10-year-old asked for it … it’s still quite acceptable to say that about an adult woman who is beaten or raped, but not about children.  That change has happened here.
JM:
And, Kingsley, is that something you’d like to share some thoughts on as well?  About not painting the child as the victim, but almost as being complicit in the act and a co-perpetrator?  Is that something that would manifest itself in Nigeria, for instance?

KOB:
No, no – whenever we have such cases here, there seems to be a bias in favour of the child.  Sometimes the media even go a long way towards passing judgement [on the adult] – so that’s a good thing … but how many of these cases are reported?  We need to have as many as [possible reported] – sometimes when the cases are reported, we don’t get to see the conclusion, there’s no follow-up.  As for sexualisation of children in the media, it’s really not the case here.

JM:
Nadia, a couple of years ago, the tabloid newspaper in Britain, News of the World, got into all sorts of difficulties by naming and shaming paedophiles ….

NB:
We come from a very deep-rooted human rights ethos – this country has an amazing constitution and the issue of child’s rights has been going for more than two decades now, giving children an opportunity to be constantly protected, if you will.  Paedophilia and the way one has to deal with that – that becomes a very difficult area. Part of me, because I have young children, wants to say yes, name and shame them and people will be on the alert, but I think as Professor Jenny just pointed out, you cannot identify a potential paedophile by just looking at the person, and this opens up a whole area of prejudice, discrimination, stereotyping.  So I think we’d have to look at it very carefully, but as we move forward, how are we going to protect our young people? What other mechanisms can be put into place?
JM:
William, do you want to pick that up …?

WB:
It’s one of the things that I was thinking about, what the pre-emptive actions and roles might be that we should be taking on in order to prevent these things from happening.  We have to say that it’s imperative that our media report on these stories and issues, but how do we make sure they don’t happen [in the first place].  


Nadia said at the beginning that one of South Africa’s biggest challenges, particularly for our media, is that on many levels, we’re always going back to square one – the moment we get excellent, skilled and trained people, and particularly those in our new community media, they move on and out, do national service with government or come back to go into private sector, so that one is always having to go through people … as a result, we get these programmes starting, and producing excellent people, and then they disappear.  I’d be interested to hear if there are similar things in Nigeria or in Jenny’s experience.
JM:
You’ve raised two issues … Jenny, expand for us very quickly about problems of stereotyping paedophiles?

JK:
I agree with what Nadia said – it’s all very well that the News of the World naming and shaming the 275 men that they did – but what about the other 10 000 that they didn’t?  This seems to say that if we could tag and lock up those individuals then we can make society safe, and that’s just not true.  That particular campaign disrupted probation arrangements, so safety measures that were put in place to try to monitor those men and make the community safer were disrupted – so arguably, it made children less safe.  
Also, to pick up on a point made by one of your young speakers from your recorded interviews: it actually encouraged fear, and I don’t think we want to encourage young people to be always looking over their shoulders, wondering if it’s safe to walk out at night, is it safe to go to the play-park? I want a world in which young people feel safe, know the real dangers but actually feel safe about living their lives.  

JM:
Folks, we’re coming to the end of this discussion and I’m going to go round the panel one more time for some closing remarks; William, let’s start with you and the conclusion of taking the process forward, making sure that we make some difference; what is the challenge to the media?
WB:
The challenge to the media, as Cheryl Gillwald raises it, is consistency … to give the excellent journalists that we do have, who are doing a fantastic job, more encouragement, more resources, and give them people to help build up with skills. The second challenge is to ensure that our media are aware of the various media laws around children and particularly their representation, so that, rather than pushing the envelope to see how much they can get away with before people get seriously p***d off about it, to try to present the best interests of the child as a priority.

JM:
Kingsley, a closing remark from you as to “where to?” for the media?  How do we do it better?

KOB:
I think the media should be child-conscious, child-centred in everything they do, not just in the coverage of issues related to children, but in every issue.  The perspective of every child is key, and should affect every policy-maker; as I said, whether it’s the economy … every child has an opinion about every issue, and that opinion should be represented in coverage.

JM:
Kingsley, thank you. Jenny, a final word from you?  Consistency, more education for journalists, more child-conscious – anything to add?

JK:
I can only endorse what they’ve both said.  Both as journalists and as human beings, we need to approach this and all issues with respect for children and their perspectives– that’s basic: respect.

JM:
That’s a good way to end it, isn’t it Nadia? More respect?

NB:
Well said.  More stakeholder participation, definitely, constant training and upskilling of our journalists, and definitely child-consciousness … that’s what we need to take away with us.

JM:
We’ll pick up on the same issue next week, as we do our bit as well, on this 16 Days of Activism Campaign.  My thanks to the panel on the “Media and Minors Conference” and Media @ SAfm continues after the 11 o’clock news.
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