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Over the decade of the Mondi-Shanduka newspaper journalism competition, it’s clear that the best of the country’s 

newspaper journalism just keeps getting better. That’s a fine result to have in a year when the 10th anniversary of the contest 

coincides with 20 years of the Windhoek Declaration. 

It’s because of the 1991 Windhoek Declaration that the United Nations now recognises 3 May as annual World Press 

Freedom Day, which was celebrated in over 100 countries this year. The same declaration helped inspire the media 

freedom clause in the South African constitution. 

Today, it’s because of the improving quality of journalism in South Africa that we can stand firm and confident in resisting 

those people who want to reduce journalistic freedom. 

There can be no doubt that a state-appointed media appeals tribunal would eliminate the kinds of public interest stories that 

have won awards in this year’s competition – like the exposes of stories like the maladministration in the leasing of police 

headquarters in Pretoria, the “Zuma Inc” family business relationships, and even acid mine drainage. 

Press freedom is also essential to public interest elsewhere. Just last year, Zambian editor Fred M’membe was sentenced to 

jail for a column in his newspaper – and not just jail, but four months hard labour. My own research (see www.misa.org) has 

found that since Windhoek 1991, Africa as a whole has taken two steps forward, but one step back. 

That backwards move took place in the last decade, and the fear now is that it could become a trend.  So the question for 

African journalism is whether in 2011 it is still facing forwards, or if governments have forced an about-turn that will further 

erase the post-1991 progress. 

Amongst the grim places for journalist practice is Libya. There, South African photojournalist Anton Hammerl appears to 

remain trapped in the not-too-respectful hands of Gaddafi’s government – an entity not exactly known for respecting a free 

flow of information.  



If the South African government is in fact doing anything to help get him released, they’re failing to tell us. That’s without 

even having passed the draconian Secrecy Bill, which could block out any information about Pretoria’s unpleasant ties with 

the likes of Tripoli. 

Some progress may be made, however, at the Pan-African Conference on Access to Information, planned for Cape Town in 

September. This event aims to produce a statement that is as powerful as the original Windhoek Declaration, and to lead to 

a global Day of Access to Information recognised by the United Nations and UNESCO. 

Meanwhile, the first line of defence of press freedom, and of advancing the right to know, remains quality journalism. And 

what the Mondi-Shanduka competition shows is that a great deal of our output is of superb standard. 

It is noteworthy that this high quality output, which contributes so much to public interest, comes especially from one sector 

of the media industry: the printed press. 

If newspapers have their wings clipped, particularly from political forces, the knock-on significance for society could be 

devastating. So, newspaper journalism must continue to thrive – both on paper and on screen. 

Awareness of all this was part of the context in which 15 outstanding South African journalists spanning several generations 

did justice to assessing the 2011 Mondi Shanduka entries. The judging team includes award-winning former editors and 

senior correspondents: Tyrone August, Jodi Bieber, Paula Fray, Pippa Green, Joe Latakgomo, David Wightman, Liesl Louw, 

Tumi Makgabo, Juby Mayet, Arrie Rossouw, Adrienne Sichel, Mike Siluma, Peter Sullivan and Mathatha Tsedu. 

Because of their commitment to journalism, they gave willingly of their time to scrutinise a record 760 entries (as compared 

to last year’s total of 601 submissions). The entries came from 37 newspapers from across all nine provinces, including the 

community press. 

Yet, while celebrating the winning work, the judges were also far from being starry-eyed about the entries. In some 

categories, no runners-up were identified. And some of the best work could have even been better. Journalists at large, in all 

media, would do well to look closely at the judges’ comments for tips towards further improvement. They’re available at 

www.themedia.co.za 

South Africa is fortunate to have a rising tide of quality for our journalism. But it needs to keep lifting if press freedom is 

going to be cherished as a value that is unassailable.  The quality should be high enough to attract the broadest possible 

political, social and economic support. 

Meantime, the 2011 Mondi Shanduka contest has helped to maintain the momentum towards ultra-excellence, and to 

ensure that not only does journalism face forward, but that it can move forward as well. 

  

Over	  the	  decade	  of	  the	  Mondi-‐Shanduka	  newspaper	  journalism	  competition,	  it’s	  clear	  that	  the	  best	  of	  the	  country’s	  newspaper	  

journalism	  just	  keeps	  getting	  better.	  That’s	  a	  fine	  result	  to	  have	  in	  a	  year	  when	  the	  10th	  anniversary	  of	  the	  contest	  coincides	  with	  20	  

years	  of	  the	  Windhoek	  Declaration. 



It’s	  because	  of	  the	  1991	  Windhoek	  Declaration	  that	  the	  United	  Nations	  now	  recognises	  3	  May	  as	  annual	  World	  Press	  Freedom	  Day,	  

which	  was	  celebrated	  in	  over	  100	  countries	  this	  year.	  The	  same	  declaration	  helped	  inspire	  the	  media	  freedom	  clause	  in	  the	  South	  

African	  constitution.	  

Today,	  it’s	  because	  of	  the	  improving	  quality	  of	  journalism	  in	  South	  Africa	  that	  we	  can	  stand	  firm	  and	  confident	  in	  resisting	  those	  people	  

who	  want	  to	  reduce	  journalistic	  freedom.	  

There	  can	  be	  no	  doubt	  that	  a	  state-‐appointed	  media	  appeals	  tribunal	  would	  eliminate	  the	  kinds	  of	  public	  interest	  stories	  that	  have	  won	  

awards	  in	  this	  year’s	  competition	  –	  like	  the	  exposes	  of	  stories	  like	  the	  maladministration	  in	  the	  leasing	  of	  police	  headquarters	  in	  

Pretoria,	  the	  “Zuma	  Inc”	  family	  business	  relationships,	  and	  even	  acid	  mine	  drainage.	  

Press	  freedom	  is	  also	  essential	  to	  public	  interest	  elsewhere.	  Just	  last	  year,	  Zambian	  editor	  Fred	  M’membe	  was	  sentenced	  to	  jail	  for	  a	  

column	  in	  his	  newspaper	  –	  and	  not	  just	  jail,	  but	  four	  months	  hard	  labour.	  My	  own	  research	  (see	  www.misa.org)	  has	  found	  that	  since	  

Windhoek	  1991,	  Africa	  as	  a	  whole	  has	  taken	  two	  steps	  forward,	  but	  one	  step	  back.	  

That	  backwards	  move	  took	  place	  in	  the	  last	  decade,	  and	  the	  fear	  now	  is	  that	  it	  could	  become	  a	  trend.	  	  So	  the	  question	  for	  African	  

journalism	  is	  whether	  in	  2011	  it	  is	  still	  facing	  forwards,	  or	  if	  governments	  have	  forced	  an	  about-‐turn	  that	  will	  further	  erase	  the	  post-‐

1991	  progress.	  

Amongst	  the	  grim	  places	  for	  journalist	  practice	  is	  Libya.	  There,	  South	  African	  photojournalist	  Anton	  Hammerl	  appears	  to	  remain	  

trapped	  in	  the	  not-‐too-‐respectful	  hands	  of	  Gaddafi’s	  government	  –	  an	  entity	  not	  exactly	  known	  for	  respecting	  a	  free	  flow	  of	  

information.	  	  

If	  the	  South	  African	  government	  is	  in	  fact	  doing	  anything	  to	  help	  get	  him	  released,	  they’re	  failing	  to	  tell	  us.	  That’s	  without	  even	  having	  

passed	  the	  draconian	  Secrecy	  Bill,	  which	  could	  block	  out	  any	  information	  about	  Pretoria’s	  unpleasant	  ties	  with	  the	  likes	  of	  Tripoli.	  

Some	  progress	  may	  be	  made,	  however,	  at	  the	  Pan-‐African	  Conference	  on	  Access	  to	  Information,	  planned	  for	  Cape	  Town	  in	  September.	  

This	  event	  aims	  to	  produce	  a	  statement	  that	  is	  as	  powerful	  as	  the	  original	  Windhoek	  Declaration,	  and	  to	  lead	  to	  a	  global	  Day	  of	  Access	  

to	  Information	  recognised	  by	  the	  United	  Nations	  and	  UNESCO.	  

Meanwhile,	  the	  first	  line	  of	  defence	  of	  press	  freedom,	  and	  of	  advancing	  the	  right	  to	  know,	  remains	  quality	  journalism.	  And	  what	  the	  

Mondi-‐Shanduka	  competition	  shows	  is	  that	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  our	  output	  is	  of	  superb	  standard.	  

 


