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In today’s converged media environment 
journalists face new challenges but their 
essential mission of staying loyal, first and 
foremost, to the truth and to the needs of their 
audience remains constant.

“

(Satchwell, Bikitsha & Mkhondo, 2021:8)



The Press Council, the Press Ombud and the Appeals Panel are an independent co-
regulatory mechanism set up by the print and online media to provide impartial, expeditious 
and cost-effective adjudication to settle disputes between newspapers, magazines and online 
publications, on the one hand, and members of the public, on the other, over the editorial 
content of publications.



This Inquiry was commissioned following 
the events and controversy surrounding 
the publication and subsequent retraction 
of a series of stories by the Sunday Times 
between 2011 and 2016, and the 
questions raised thereby about reporting, 
newsroom processes and the stances 
adopted by a single media house. 
Although the Panel’s hearings and perusal 
of submissions revealed some issues 
specific to the Sunday Times, what also 
emerged was a shared set of systemic 
problems imperilling ethical conduct 
across the whole media landscape. 



The Panel was able to use data on complaints 
submitted to the PCSA and the BCCSA to map public 
opinions about media failings. The majority of these 
complaints related to the failure to follow up stories; 
truth, accuracy and fairness; the right of reply; the 
handling of protected comment; and the use of 
misleading page furniture (headings and captions).

“

(Satchwell, Bikitsha & Mkhondo, 2021:10)



Selected recommendations from the 
Satchwell report (on ethics and standards)

• Initiate awareness campaigns that underscore the value of ethical journalism
• Consider aligning the sanctions of the Press Council with those of the BCCSA
• Keep experts on specific topics and fact-checkers “on retainer”
• Use an “ethical reporting checklist” before awarding journalistic prizes
• Establish guidelines on the tension between “right of reply” and not publishing 

“outlier opinions contrary to verified facts, particularly in the areas of science 
and medicine”
• Establish an internal ombudsman at all media outlets and ensure they have 

sufficient authority





The thematic analysis of the Press Council complaints 
between 2021 and 2023 identified three prevalent 
contraventions of the Press Code: the distortion of 
facts and the use of misleading headlines, the 
media’s failure to afford a right of reply to those 
mentioned in media reports, and a lack of accuracy 
and context in journalists’ reporting on news events.

“

(Louw, 2024)



I think, generally, the 
requirement – that newsrooms 
ensure their people are fully 
informed and understand the 
Press Code – varies 
enormously. I don’t think 
newsrooms do that enough to 
ensure that reporters young 
and old are keeping abreast of 
the Press Code and the 
rulings of the Press Council. I 
think editors and news editors 
are failing in their 
responsibilities.

The Press Code should be 
put up very prominently in 
every newsroom, and 
discussions should be held 
about this. It should be an 
ongoing discussion, 
especially in the newspapers 
about ethics and they must 
be prepared to take the 
punch.

I think most newsrooms in 
South Africa have a code of 
ethics, but it’s not presented 
up front. It’s not the 
newsroom and editors’ job to 
teach journalists about 
ethics, that should be done at 
a journalism school level. But 
they have to be orientated 
into the code of ethics.
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Thank you!
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