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Eliminating Media Freedom:
the ANC’s Proposed Media Tribunal for South Africa
by Shaun Willcock

The purpose of these articles is to provide insightful comment on the contemporary South African and southern African scene from a Christian, “politically-incorrect” perspective, in order to counter the propaganda of the Reds, almost-Reds (liberals and others), religious Reds (“liberation theologians”), and all their fellow-travellers; to encourage Christians to pray for the people of this beautiful but desperately needy part of the world, and especially for their Christian brethren living here; and to do what they can to assist them.
  There are increasingly loud calls being heard from the ruling African National Congress/Communist Party alliance (ANC/SACP) for a State-appointed media tribunal to be established, and if it ever is set up this will be the end of media freedom in South Africa, and a major step in the creeping creation of an outright dictatorship by the ANC. 

  The reason for this latest attack against media freedom is because the ANC has been deeply embarrassed of late by the many exposures of its corrupt dealings and crooked politicians.  Being a Marxist-dominated party, the ANC wants total control, and it does not want its shady doings brought to the light.  As one ANC politician after another has been found guilty of some crime or other, and one corrupt ANC business deal or other shady transaction has come to light in the media, it has grown increasingly worried.  A media tribunal would effectively silence all criticism of or opposition to the ANC.  Its criminal deeds would then go unreported, and it could then exercise dictatorial sway over the country without the general public even knowing all of its crooked ways. If the tribunal were to become law, journalists could be fined, fired, or even imprisoned.

  That it really is the ruling party’s desire to use this tribunal to protect its own interests is shown by the following statement from the discussion document on the tribunal: “Our objectives therefore are to vigorously communicate the ANC’s outlook and values [developmental state, collective rights, values of caring and sharing community, solidarity, ubuntu, non-sexism, working together] versus the current mainstream media’s ideological outlook [neo-liberalism, a weak and passive state, and over-emphasis on individual rights, market fundamentalism, etc.].” 
  What many do not understand is that SA is in the unusual situation of having a pro-Marxist government, but a liberal press in general.  Liberals are what I call almost-Reds, but they do not ever go far enough to the satisfaction of the Reds themselves.  Consequently there is often a clash between the liberal media and the hardcore Marxist government.  It is a situation the government hates and wants to see changed.

  This is how President Jacob Zuma defended the proposed tribunal: “The media says that this is a restriction on us, we are the watchdog of the people – they were never elected.  They need to be governed themselves because at times they go overboard on the rights.”  Of course those in the media must be subject to the law, just like everyone else.  But Zuma means the media must be reined in.  Listen to this from the president: “We at the ANC, we believe we [understand rights].  We fought for the rights.  We understand what are the rights.” 
  Thus, according to Zuma and the ANC, they must be obeyed because they supposedly “fought” (in their Marxist revolution) for the right to have freedom of expression – which is not factually true anyway – so they have the right to take this freedom away!

  The South African Communist Party (SACP), the ANC’s close alliance partner in government, came out in support of the tribunal.  Blade Nzimande, general secretary of the SA Communist Part (and Minister of Higher Education in the ANC government!) actually stated that the SA media posed a threat to democracy!  He said, “...we want a media tribunal that will hold journalists accountable.  If there is one serious threat to our democracy, it is a media that is accountable to itself.”  He added that journalists were always “looking for bad news out of the ANC and its alliance partners [the SACP and Cosatu].” 
 

  The SACP said the Press Ombudsman is inadequate.  “It has been our view over the last few years that while media freedom is one of the cornerstones of our democracy and must be protected and defended, self-regulation by the media of itself is hopelessly inadequate,” said a statement from the SACP spokesman, Malesela Maleka.
  Note the astounding use of doublespeak in this statement: in one breath the SACP says it fully supports media freedom, and then immediately adds that media freedom needs to be curtailed!  This is how Communists work, and it is why non-Communists are constantly confused by Communists and out-manoeuvred by them.  They will destroy the very thing they claim to be fully supportive of, in the name of supporting it!  And they will do so in such a way that the masses think the Reds are protecting and safeguarding their “freedoms”, whereas in truth they are removing them!

  In fact, back during the ANC’s national conference in 2007, a resolution was passed which stated: “Conference notes that the creation of a [tribunal] would strengthen, complement and support the current self-regulatory institutions [Press Ombudsman and Press Council] in the public interest.”  Incredible!  The ANC speaks of muzzling the media as strengthening it!  

  According to ANC spokesman, Jackson Mthembu, the ANC valued media freedom, but wanted to set up the tribunal to “assist” editors.  But then the real reason for all this came out: that the print media “do not seem committed to transformation.”  By “transformation”, the ANC means affirmative action, placing blacks in charge of everything, but not just any blacks – blacks who are supportive of the ANC.  The ANC wants the media to toe the ANC line, by installing pro-ANC blacks in top positions throughout the media.

  Echoing President Zuma’s statement quoted above, Mthembu said, “It’s us [the ANC] who can gloat and say the freedom you enjoy is a result of what we fought for, led by the ANC.... We are not about to reverse our legacy in that area.”  And: “We are the people who fought for the freedom you enjoy today.... some of us died for it.” 
  Note the reasoning (and the implied threat) behind these arrogant and false statements: the ANC fought for freedom of the press; therefore the media owes the ANC its freedom, and must be subservient to the ANC.  

  This is how The Daily Maverick summed up (with tongue firmly in cheek) Mthembu’s speech: “It’s not a pretty picture Jackson Mthembu... painted.... Out-of-control journalists running amok, doing grave damage to the reputation of ordinary, blameless citizens who have no recourse against them unless they are rich.  Hapless editors able to do nothing, but apologise after the fact, and a Press Ombudsman who can only endlessly repeat the same admonitions to the same guilty parties, only to be ignored.  Clearly, something has to change.  Thus the ANC comes to the rescue – though with no impact on freedom of the press, of course.” 

  The chairman of the SA Press Council, Raymond Louw, saw right through this Red doublespeak.  He said, “I am appalled that the SA Communist Party and the ANC are calling for the institution of a statutory media appeals tribunal ‘to strengthen media freedom and accountability.’” He knew exactly what was behind the call: “They don’t want the public to be told of their poor governance, corruption...and lavish lifestyles.  They want the press to report the African National Congress’ version of what is happening.” 

  The ANC Youth League, under the leadership of its fiery loudmouth, Julius Malema, urged the ANC to establish the media tribunal, saying the ANC should not even be discussing the matter – it should simply establish it immediately to tackle attacks on the ANC and others!

  Later, Malema said, “We have already decided.  We want Parliament to appoint a tribunal, make it law.” 
  And: “These people [the media], they can destroy the revolution.  They are dangerous to the revolution.  They think they are untouchable and they can write about anything they like and about anybody anyhow.  That time has come to an end.  These people write too much gossip and they put it as a fact.  These people are dangerous.” 
  Given Malema’s own woes with the media, which has exposed his outrageous comments and inflammatory speeches, it is not at all surprising that he has come out in support of a tribunal.  But here we see what this is really all about.  His words are as plain as can be.

  And in addition to the proposed media tribunal, there is the so-called Protection of Public Information Bill which is also being seriously considered by the ruling party.  If enacted, this would allow over 140 different bodies to withhold information, would criminalise whistleblowing, and effectively give the state the power to stop media investigations that could hurt high-ranking politicians or the party itself.

  Raymond Louw said that the proposed bill posed serious threats to media freedom.  “I think one should look at the climate in which this bill has been brought in.... It becomes a horrifying list of repressive acts against the media by the government,” he said.  “...This poses all kinds of horrors in the gathering of information.”

  The Freedom of Expression Institute stated that it was “gravely concerned” about the seemingly increasing political interference in the South African media, and about the renewed calls to establish a media tribunal.  Ayesha Kajee, its executive director, said there were signals of “a disturbing trend towards greater political control of the news media”.  She said that individuals in the ruling ANC/SACP/Cosatu alliance have been using a number of seemingly unrelated issues in the media to attempt to validate their call for the creation of a media tribunal.

  The South African National Editors’ Forum strongly rejected the proposals for a media tribunal, as well as the growing amount of new legislation hostile to the free flow of information to South Africans.  It added that it would be unconstitutional – which it surely would be.  But the question is, will the ANC government either abide by the constitution in this matter, or force a change to the constitution so that it can go ahead and establish the tribunal?

  Raymond Louw, said: “What we are heading for is that kind of state... where they put editors behind bars.”

  And, in what appeared to be a very obvious attempt to intimidate the media, the elite crimefighting unit, the Hawks, swooped on and arrested a journalist of the Sunday Times who wrote an article critical of the chief of police!  The journalist, Mzilikazi wa Afrika, was marched out of his offices by the Hawks just as editors emerged from a meeting about media freedom.  The police were initially very reticent about providing a clear answer as to what he was being charged with or where he was being held.  However, the Hawks’ spokesman said wa Afrika would face charges of fraud and defeating the ends of justice.

  Although the police strenuously denied it, according to the Sunday Times there was mounting evidence that political pressure lay behind wa Afrika’s arrest.  A senior police official, it was reported, admitted that  the police were feeling the heat from ANC politicians to crack down on wa Afrika because of his reporting.

  That such political pressure was brought to bear on the journalist appears also from the line of questioning police adopted when interrogating wa Afrika.  “I was asked whether I was directly or indirectly involved in discrediting senior ANC office bearers”, wa Afrika said.  “That made me wonder whether the police were investigating a criminal or a political case.  They also wanted to know who are the big politicians I’m working with behind the scenes.  This made me conclude the police were sent by politicians to harass and intimidate me.”  His lawyer said wa Afrika was questioned for two hours about the ANC’s provincial leadership succession battles, and which political camp he supported.  “I was present when my client was asked, ‘Are you destroying the image and integrity of the ANC in [the province of] Mpumalanga?’ I advised my client not to answer that question.  It struck me that this has more to do with politics than a criminal case,” the lawyer said.

  It is very evident that the ANC is well on its way towards creating an outright dictatorship, a police state, in SA.  A state in which no opposition to, or criticism of, the ANC will be allowed.  These are very serious matters, not only for media freedom, but for the safety of all citizens, and in particular for Christians living here.

  The editors of major South African newspapers have launched a campaign to fight these attempts by the ANC government to curtail freedom of expression and the free flow of information.  36 editors signed what has been called the “Auckland Park Declaration”, which was published in the Sunday Times on August 8.  In it they said:

 “We, the title editors of South Africa’s major publications and members of the South African National Editors’ Forum, are deeply concerned about attempts to curtail freedom of expression and the free flow of information in our country.... We vigorously oppose the restrictive clauses in the Protection of Information Bill and the proposed Media Appeals Tribunal.  We appeal to the South African Government and the ruling ANC to abide by the founding principles of our democracy, and to abandon these proposed measures.  We commit ourselves to join hands with all South Africans who value their freedom to defend these basic rights which are enshrined in our constitution.”

  Advocate Anton Alberts, Parliamentary Spokesman on Communications for the Freedom Front Plus, a conservative Afrikaner party, summed it up with these remarks: “The ANC is playing with fire by interfering with media freedom.”  He said it would be the first step in the global isolation of South Africa, and that this step would eventually derail the whole constitution and set the ground for the revival of old conflicts.  There are already instruments in place to hold the media accountable, such as the courts and the press Ombudsman.  Alberts referred to Hungary, where a state-controlled media authority was recently appointed, threatening media freedom there.  “Hungary is living proof that power corrupts and complete power corrupts completely.  Similar to South Africa, the governing party in Hungary... has a two-thirds majority and based on this unilaterally decided to create a media authority which has the power to restrict media freedom.” 

  We urge all true Christians to pray about this extremely serious matter, which, if legislated, will adversely effect the lives of their brothers and sisters in Christ living in South Africa. 
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