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OSF launches new local government election guide for media 

The Open Society Foundation for South Africa (OSF-SA), together with the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC), today launched a local government elections manual for journalists and civil society. The manual has also been endorsed by the South African National Editor’s Forum (SANEF) and the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC).
Entitled ‘A Touchpad to Our Future’, the manual aims to build the capacity of journalists to effectively prepare for, monitor and report on the 2011 municipal elections scheduled for 18 May, while also educating voters on elections and democracy. 

Moreover, it highlights the importance of media in a democratic state, and offers a holistic and practical approach for journalists to report on South Africa’s political system. IEC Chairperson, Dr. Brigalia Bam, stressed the role of media during elections and the political system in general. She said “the media plays a significant role in deepening democracy”. 
Zohra Dawood, Executive Director of the OSF-SA said, “Elections are essential to any democratic order. The general population participates in the democratic processes by voting for their representatives during elections. It is therefore fundamental that the environment in the build up to the elections is free and fair for all candidates to campaign whilst at the same time ensuring that the electorate has access to information that will enable them to make informed decisions. 

It is with this understanding that the Foundation (OSF-SA) undertook the exercise of developing this manual to serve as a reference tool for journalist and civil society in general, to prepare and report on the upcoming local government elections”. 
The manual covers all essential information about South Africa’s electoral process. It will assist media to develop a methodical approach when reporting on the 2011 and future municipal elections. 

Coverage of government local elections in South Africa tends to focus on campaign issues, promises, debates, incidents and is usually event-based. 

“However, the manual provides journalists with a wealth of election data and research that could be used to explore more interesting news angles. This will help educate civil society and enable them to make an informed decision when voting and debating on political issues,” says Ms Dawood.

The role of mainstream media has shifted dramatically from a largely traditional ‘uninvolved observer’ to a more active ‘civic journalism’, especially with the emergence of social networking platforms. Journalist today bear the responsibility of reporting events as they unfold as well as promoting the values underpinning our Constitution, such as equality, non-discrimination, human dignity, tolerance and a respect for diversity. The manual aims to empower and build capacity of journalists to effectively undertake their roles.   

“In order for civil society to understand and effectively debate political issues, the media needs to present them with factual, informative, interesting and well-researched information, presented in a clear and logical manner,” added Ms Dawood. 

The manual is divided into four sections and is aimed at print, broadcast and online media.

· Introduction to the Constitution, government and the law

This section guides media on the Bill of Rights, national, provincial and local levels of government, and the law-making process.

· Elections and election law, including democracy and election systems
This section explains the Electoral Act and Regulations, the role and structures of the Independent Electoral Commission, identity documents and voter registration, voters’ rights, the Electoral Code of Conduct, and voting and counting processes.

· Media law and using the media for elections 
This section explains the development of new media laws, ICASA and its structures, the ICASA Code of Conduct, other independent bodies recognised by ICASA, the ICASA Act and Regulations, the Electronic Communications Act, recent debates on media laws, and other media codes and guidelines impacting on elections.
· Practical guidelines for journalists

This section educates journalists on core media ethics, ensuring fair coverage, preparing coverage, developing election programming, and interviewing skills and techniques.

“This local government election manual serves as an excellent tool to help journalists in the quest to tell balanced stories during an election. It certainly contains data that is in keeping with SANEF’s mandate for a free media in our country as enshrined in our democracy” said Mary Papayya, deputy chairperson of SANEF. 
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If you would like copies of the election guide, or to request interviews, please contact Senzi or Rachel at FD Media & Investor Relations as below.
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