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South Africa in the third of the three-step

By Howard Thomas

If you want to find your way round the South African film and TV industry, you have to play the role of the “Fool on the Hill”.  You have to get outside of it all, and isolate the many activities and initiatives that make sound business sense from the critical “know it all” opinions from people who have scant track records.

Scratch beneath the surface, and there’s an industry that often bears little resemblance to that portrayed in the local press.  A recent “review of the industry” was splattered with comments like “the lack of commercial finance for low budget films”, “all we’re actually offering foreign producers is our wealth of locations”, “offer local tax incentives” and “donors too, must improve their support”. They have the same common thread that is recycled often and smack of “it’s all government’s fault (and the private sector), so you can’t blame me.”

But stand back, get into the “Fool on the Hill” role, read Peter Jay’s “the Road to Riches” and apply his “Three Step Waltz” theory of economic history.  Suddenly it makes sense.  For the uninitiated into Jay’s simple analysis system, economic history moves in three steps, similar to the Hegelian dialectic.  Without going too much into it (read his book yourself), the South African film industry is now in the third of the three-step process.

Waltz step one

Apartheid came crashing down over a number of years that started about 1989 and climaxed with the first democratic elections in 1994. The South African Broadcasting Corporation, which had played a large part in propping up the old system had to change, and it did so traumatically.  M-Net, the fledgling up-market pay-TV station started on a roll to spawn a multinational giant (now the MIH Group) holding OpenTV, Mindport and others).  The lucrative film industry crashed as spurious government subsidies were cancelled.  At the same time South Africa faced with trepidation the onslaught of the digital revolution and new media.

Waltz step two

This was a much shorter period and lasted about two years from 1997 when media frenzy took hold.  Endemol, the Netherlands giant moved into South Africa, and the Johannesburg Stock Exchange saw a spate of media companies formed or consolidated.  They included Sasani, African Media Entertainment (AME), Primedia, New African Investments Limited (NAIL), Kagiso Media, Billboard, Union Alliance Media (UAM) and others.  They all promised the same: convergence of media, TV content and the rebirth of the film industry.  For complex reasons, some failed due to mistakes easy to see in hindsight; the general letdown and fizzle out overtook others. At the tail end of waltz step two, the Independent Broadcasting Authority, the government’s regulatory arm, licensed a commercial free-to-air station, E.tv.  This had a bad start at perhaps the general “media virus” of this step was catching.

Waltz step three

It’s here.  The synthesis, the move ahead, the consolidation that comes about as moneyed interests lick their wounds, buy in expertise and “start all over again”.

It’s all-apparent as you look at the various sectors and see the activity.  Remember that a lot of activity is of its own nature political.  The art of politics is not ensuring that your plans work per se, but that in the end you come out looking good.  That means that you shut up about your plans until they succeed, so a lot of the activity is happening behind closed doors.  In many cases it involves the same people who had their fingers burned in the media frenzy, and they are not keen to reveal initiatives in the same noisy way they did before.

The corporate level

In a way, it’s matured.  The eyes are on Johnnic, a major holder of telecommunications interests that has a large media component that includes TV interests like Route 66 (supplier of wildlife content to international markets), Summit TV (satellite business channel), print and other TV media.  It’s stable, flush with money, has announced it will bid for the competitor position to the state controlled Telkom telephone operator, and has let it known that interests in telecommunications involve interests in content.

Other companies like NAIL are consolidating and it has just created a senior post for film development.  Kagiso Media and Sasani said to be regrouping and consolidating.  Primedia, which abandoned its film division but still, holds the largest film distributor Ster Kinekor is looking and new and more prudent acquisitions.

Government

Last year government formed the National Film and Video Foundation, appointed a board, but it still to appoint a CEO.  Why it is dragging its heels, no one really knows, but it seems poised to take over the paltry government grants for content development.  Despite the NFVF, there is still a vacuum at government level, and that seems to be filled with other initiatives.

In November the Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology will host a summit between the SA government, top business and European Union commissions to look at bilateral co-operation and the formation of co-production treaties.  

There is an agenda for similar bilateral summits with Brazil and Australia.  The only treaty in force is that with Canada.

The department of Trade and Industry is keen to set up an export council for the industry and moves are happening at a high level (and a little behind closed doors).  The department of Finance is not keen to initiate tax concessions unilaterally and is still waiting for the industry to come up with workable proposals, although there is word that this has already happened.

Broadcast TV

M-Net has come through waltz step two unscathed and is now an Africa-wide pay TV channel that is just a part of it’s sister company Multichoice’s satellite bouquet of nearly 40 channels to nearly 40 countries in Africa. M-Net has become a major player in local production and is in fact way over its local content requirements.

Although local content as a rule costs ten times what imported product costs, the audience have voted with their fingers on the remote and told all the broadcasters that (like their counterparts worldwide) they want local product.  M-Net even makes money out of successes like its weekly actuality slot Carte Blanche and its ten-year-old soap Egoli.

M-Net’s local content company MagicWorks under Carl Fischer is aggressively commissioning local programming under a strict policy that if it doesn’t work, it goes.  Profit per slot is not the only motive.  As long as it works for subscriber within the total scheme of things, it stays on the air.

The SABC looks as if it is coming to the end of its term in limbo while it has been “transforming”.  There has been a succession of leaders, enquiries, reports and allegations of mismanagement.  Last year, it was decided at parliamentary level that the SABC would split into a public service arm and a commercial arm, the commercial subsidising the public service function.  It was supposed to happen this year, but won’t until the second quarter of next year.  There will soon be a new CEO, the long walk to the new structure is happening, much behind closed doors.

At the moment regulated local content requirement is around 37%, and actual local content is well above this minimum.  Again the public vote with their remotes, and local programmes like the long-running soap Generations and the music variety programme Jam Alley are among the most profitable of all programmes.  Not all local programmes are this successful.  The Endemol-originated soap/drama Isidingo loses money in real terms, but is a channel draw card.

The Johnny-come-lately E.tv has recovered and is commissioning adventurous and popular local programming like the youth soap (Fame-clone) Backstage, the (Big Breakfast-clone) zany and off-the-wall breakfast show The Toasty Show, and a slew of sitcoms and game shows.  E.tv’s business contracts are tough, and those local producers who meet the terms are learning the tough way and fast.

Film

The film industry is pretty awful.  The bulk of work comes from servicing international productions with companies like Film Afrika, DO Productions, The Shooting Party and many others deriving a healthy living from the work.

There are many advantages to working in South Africa, and South Africa has even become home to prolific producers like Peakviewing.  The films that produce to advantage in South Africa are those where the storyline has an African element, or where the content is fantasy enough not to worry too much about sociological detailed set dressings.

South Africa offers superb locations, as the booming industry in servicing international commercials bears witness.  Film can be processed locally, the post production facilities are world class, and to Europeans, they can produce in summer conditions during the European winter, and in the same time zone.

Hot productions being serviced by the involvement of local insurance and bond company Entertainment Guarantors are the Polish production desert and Wilderness and the Bible Series from Visual Bible in Canada, which is set mostly in Morocco but with e heavy South African production component.

South Africa is a position to profit from the fact that Canada is full, and producers are looking for alternatives to Ireland. Isle of Man and Australia.  However, says Entertainment Guarantors Stan Roup, “We also have to compete with the financial facilities these counties offer.”  The “Fool on the Hill” sees it happening, but only when looking from the top of the hill.

Prospects

The prospects look good.  There is a “lost audience” of nearly 12 million to whom both film and TV will be welcome if the delivery can be cracked.  There are a number of initiatives in that direction and almost all of them involve film delivery in one way or another.  However, they will take time.

M-Net is known to be taking a hard look at interactive TV, being part of the group that owns OpenTV.  MIDI TV, which owns E.tv, is about to have a capital restructure.  The SABC will recover next year.

There is considerable and growing export of programming.  In global terms it is small, but for South Africa it is significant.  The commercials facilitation sector can look forward to yet another boom season in December.  Sasani, which owns film equipment hire house Logical Designs, is supporting the Panavision/Sony HDTV cameras.  The virtual set owned by facility Red Pepper is growing in usage.

That’s enough to be happening in an industry that looks upon itself as “in a mess”.  But the “Fool on the Hill” knows better.

TABLES

DStv channels

	Category
	Channel  
	Local or foreign

	General entertainment
	
	

	
	M-Net Channel
	Local  

	
	The Series Channel
	Local compilation

	
	Sci-Fi 
	Foreign

	
	Africa 2 Africa
	Local

	
	BBC Prime
	Foreign

	
	kykNET 
	Local

	Movies
	
	

	
	The Movie Magic Channel
	Local compilation

	
	Hallmark Entertainment Network
	Foreign

	
	TCM Classic Movies
	Foreign

	
	The Movie Magic Channel 2 
	Local compilation

	Sport
	
	

	
	SuperSport Channel
	Local

	
	SuperSport Two
	Local

	
	ESPN
	Foreign

	
	SuperTrack
	Local

	
	SuperSport International
	Local compilation

	News
	
	

	
	BBC World
	Foreign

	
	CNN International
	Foreign

	
	Sky News
	Foreign

	
	Bloomberg Television
	Foreign

	
	CNBC
	Foreign

	
	SABC Africa
	Local

	
	SUMMIT 
	Local

	Infotainment
	
	

	
	Discovery Channel
	Foreign

	
	Travel Channel
	Foreign

	
	National Geographic Channel
	Foreign

	
	Fashion TV
	Foreign

	
	Carlton Food Network
	Foreign

	Kids
	
	

	
	K-TV World
	Local compilation

	
	Cartoon Network 
	Foreign

	Music
	
	

	
	VH1
	Foreign

	
	MTV Europe
	Foreign

	
	BET International
	Foreign

	
	Channel O Sound Television
	Local

	Free
	
	

	
	Parliamentary Service
	Local

	
	RTPi
	Foreign

	
	ART Africa
	Foreign

	
	CCTV-4
	Foreign

	
	NBC (Namibia only)
	Local

	
	RAI International
	Foreign

	
	ERT Sat
	Foreign

	
	Deutsch Welle TV
	Foreign

	
	Rhema Network
	Local

	
	e-TV
	Local

	
	SABC 1
	Local

	
	SABC 2
	Local

	
	SABC 3
	Local

	
	Events Channel
	Local

	
	InfoKey 
	Local

	Data
	
	

	
	MOSAIC Channel
	Local

	
	AstroScope
	Local

	
	WeatherWise
	Local

	
	M-Web Bulletin
	Local

	
	GameZone
	Local

	
	BrainDomain
	Local

	
	Standard Bank Data Channel 
	Local

	Music & Audio
	
	

	
	DMX
	Foreign

	
	BBC World Service 1
	Foreign

	
	BBC World Service 2
	Foreign

	
	BBC World Service 3
	Foreign

	
	VOA - Voice of America
	Foreign

	
	WRN - World Radio Network
	Foreign

	
	Trans World Radio
	Foreign

	
	702 Talk Radio
	Local

	
	Classic FM 
	Local


Top programmes on the channels

	Channel
	Programme
	Genre
	All audience AR

	SABC1
	Generations
	Soap
	16.73

	
	Music
	Music
	14.39

	
	Unyana Womntu
	Drama
	13.98

	SABC2
	Ha a Mele Ditshiba
	Drama
	14.32

	
	Kelebone
	Drama
	12.58

	
	Lottery Game Show
	Quiz
	12.55

	SABC3
	Top Sport Cricket
	Sport
	9.77

	
	News
	News
	8.19

	
	Gladiators
	Variety
	7.6

	M-Net
	Who wants to be a millionaire
	Quiz
	5.48

	
	Carte Blanch
	Magazine
	4.55

	
	Egoli
	Soap
	4.49

	E.tv
	Jumanji
	Movie
	6.38

	
	WCW Thunder
	Sport
	4.82

	
	First Knight
	Movie
	4.79


Only E.tv has all imported product in its top three, and only E.tv has no local programming in the top three.  In the above analysis, even Who wants to be a Millionaire and Gladiators are local productions based on a licensed format.

By comparison to western countries, South Africa looks poor.

	Country
	GDP per capita

	United States
	$30200

	United Kingdom
	$21200

	France
	$22700

	Greece
	$13000

	Australia
	$21400

	South Africa
	$6200


According to the official census, which it is now agreed understated the audiences by about 2-million, there is a very viable audience waiting for entertainment.

	Total population
	40 583 573

	Under 9 years old
	9 112 343

	Over 80 years old
	814 380

	Earning less than $150 per month
	3 917 850

	Total potential audience
	26 739 000

	Existing TV viewers
	14 559 000

	Lost audience
	12 180 000


The existing TV audience of 14 559 000 includes the cinema going audience of 4.28 million.

	DStv most popular channels
	Viewers in 000’s

	Movie Magic
	206

	Super Sport 1
	187

	Discovery Channel
	148

	Super Sport 2
	137

	M-Net
	103

	National Geographic
	88

	Super Sport International
	87

	SABC3
	85

	MTV
	85

	Hallmark Entertainment
	76

	SABC2
	72


The South African audience is not an easy nut to crack.  It is diverse, and is largely split into four cultural groups, which are a hangover from apartheid.  The local research authority, the South African Advertising Research Foundation, which in partnership with ACNielsen manages the peoplemeters, formulates audience demographics on:

· Race: Blacks, Whites, Coloureds and Asians.

· Languages: Mainly English, Zulu, Xhosa and Afrikaans, plus another eight minority languages.

· Gender:

· Age:

· Living Standards Measurements (LSM’s).  These are the local equivalent of income groups, but because of the historically skewed population it has been found easier to classify people according to their standard of living rather than directly related to income.  

However, the LSM’s do correlate to income earning, and are roughly as follows.

	LSM
	Monthly Income ($)
	%age of population

	1
	102.5
	8.8

	2
	108
	9.6

	3
	132
	12.1

	4
	158
	14.0

	5
	231.5
	15.2

	6
	359
	13.8

	7
	781.5
	13.0

	8
	1428
	13.0
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