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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to develop a theoretical-conceptual framework for South African community
radio as participatory media. Community radio stations, unlike commercial and public services
media outlets, are endorsed by scholars in participatory communication in development
communication as an ideal platform for individuals and communities to address development
challenges and concerns as experienced on a local level. Scholars in community media studies
concur that community radio holds unique value and objectives in the larger media landscape.
Equally, the legislation on community broadcasting in South Africa has differentiated community
radio from other types of traditional broadcasting. It describes it as an accessible media that

serves the public interest at a community level as stipulated through several key acts.

All the above frames of community radio assert that it promotes people’s direct, active and
meaningful participation in problem identification and finding solutions. Despite these
encouraging suppositions, community radio's participatory features cannot be successfully
enacted if it is not thoroughly theorised from the foundational paradigm in which it is embedded:
the participatory paradigm. This paradigm is considered the normative approach to examining
and enacting development and social change initiatives. However, it is widely criticised for its
theoretical and conceptual fluidity and requires thorough theoretical and metatheoretical
interrogation to present a more cohesive framework. This study thus examines it to present a
unified metatheory of participatory communication to interrogate community radio’s potential
as participatory media. An integrative, semi-systematic literature study identified four major
assumptions that underpin this paradigm: participation, dialogue, culture, and empowerment.
This study also uses the rhizomatic approach of community media to conceptualise community

radio and enhance the latter metatheory from a media studies perspective.

Five South African community broadcasting acts were examined using these two frameworks.
The main findings of this study indicate that while there are overlaps between the metatheory of
participatory communication and the rhizomatic approach, several shortcomings, as found in the
community broadcasting legislation, must be addressed for community radio to function fully as
participatory media. This study thus formulated five normative assumptions to overcome these
gaps and presented a final, synthesised theoretical-conceptual framework of community radio

as participatory media. These assumptions relate to an increased emphasis on indigenous

Vi



knowledge, subjective empowerment initiatives, fostering external partnerships, encouraging
cross-organisational collaborations, and the increased use of dialogic praxis methods in ensuring
that commuty radio empowers its internships and the wider community. This theoretical-
conceptual framework will enhance the existing participatory ethos of South African community

radio.

Keywords:

Communication for social change; community media; community radio; development
communication; participation; participatory communication; participatory media; South African

community broadcasting legislation; rhizomatic community media approach.
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PREAMBLE

This thesis encompasses four major parts and ten chapters, as outlined below.

Part I: INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

Part | of this study includes one chapter and gives the background to the research phenomenon
under study. This first part intends to outline the problems regarding conceptualising

community radio within participatory theory:

Chapter 1: Context, problem statement, and research questions

The introductory chapter establishes the problem statement (see 1.2) of this research project by
presenting a theoretical-conceptual framework for community radio in South Africa as
participatory media (see 1.3.1). This framework will be situated in the participatory paradigm.
This is because community radio is commonly regarded, in both academia and practice, as an
accessible and valuable communicative resource for communities to actively participate,
articulate and address their development concerns and needs often not addressed by traditional
media. But despite its normative status and wide empirical use as an analytical tool in
development communication, the participatory paradigm is theoretically diffuse and also risks
inadequate practice. Chapter 1, therefore, introduces the necessity of more robust theoretical
interrogation and improved conceptual clarity to give rise to a more coherent framework that
describes South African community radio as participatory media. It further positions community
radio in a community media multi-theoretical framework and in the legislative context in which
South African community radio operates. These lenses inform the study’s theoretical-conceptual

inquiry throughout and thus enable its final framework.

Part Il: THE PARTICIPATORY PARADIGM

Part Il of this study is divided into six chapters and theorises and metatheorise the participatory
paradigm. The aim is to interrogate participatory communication in the paradigm to develop a

more coherent metatheory framework of participatory communication:



Chapter 2: Communication for development and social change: a historical and conceptual

reading

Chapter 2 emphasises that the participatory paradigm cannot be coherently theorised unless its
historical trajectory and conceptual evolution are explored. The paradigm emerged in a critical
response to several of its antecedents that failed to deliver sustainable development and social
change. Reviewing the academic discourse, Chapter 2 presents a deeper contextual
understanding of the participatory paradigm’s complexity and diffuseness. The paradigm’s major
predecessors, as evident in binary development communication approaches, are outlined in
Section 2.4. In so doing, a better understanding of the participatory paradigm and its
foundational notions will be gained. The chapter describes the participatory paradigm as initially
emerging from the multiplicity framework (see 2.5 and 2.6), enhancing Part IlI’s further

theorisation of the paradigm.

Chapter 3: Theorising participation in the context of a participatory communication approach

for development and social change

This chapter reviews the literature on how the concept of participation has been theorised since
it first gained traction in theory and practice in the 1980s and 1990s. Chapter 3 examines the
metatheoretical assumptions of participation, namely its ontological, epistemological and
methodological assumptions (see 3.4). Through this literature review, the perspectives of various
scholars are considered to establish a more coherent and complete interpretation of

participation.

Chapter 4: Theorising dialogue in the context of a participatory communication approach for

development and social change

Likewise, Chapter 4: interrogates the concept of dialogue as a particular kind of communication
that is vital for participation in development communication settings. It considers various
available dialogic theories (as gleaned from the literature) that would assist in understanding this
notion but, as its central optics in theorising dialogue, it draws primarily on Paolo Freire’s (1970)
dialogic pedagogical model and Jirgen Habermas’s (1984, 1987, 1969) public sphere and

communicative action theories (see 4.4.1 and 0). In particular, this chapter discusses how these



scholars’ theories are instructive in analysing and theorising the role of dialogue in the

participatory paradigm more comprehensively.

Chapter 5: Theorising culture in the context of a participatory communication approach for

development and social change

This chapter describes how the notion of culture is a vital prerequisite to enact participation in
the participatory approach. The available scholarly literature in development communication is
examined to theorise this concept. Freire’s dialogic pedagogy again proves useful by providing
the notions of the cultural revolution and cultural invasion as entry points into the theorising
culture in the participatory model (see 5.3). Furthermore, Dutta’s (2015) culture-centred
approach (CCA) presents further theoretical-conceptual scaffolding to explore the notion of
culture in the participatory paradigm. It underlines that culture is a dynamic, complex system
that, in addition to shaping people’s subjective and collective identities, beliefs and values,

informs human action in more inclusive ways.

Chapter 6: Theorising empowerment in the context of a participatory communication approach

for development and social change

In Chapter 6, another literature review explores how “empowerment” is also a contested notion
in development communication settings. This chapter appraises how empowerment is often
invoked in these settings without critical examination of its meanings and enactments. The
discussion homes in on the potential implications of overlooking the aspect of “power” when
theorising and implementing empowerment strategies (see 6.3.1) before it is metatheorised

further in a subsequent section (see 6.4).

Chapter 7: Towards a theoretical-conceptual framework of the participatory communication

approach for development and social change

Chapter 7 partly answers the general research question (see 1.3.1) by putting forward an
integrated framework for the participatory communication approach as based on Chapters 3 to
6’s theoretical examinations. It presents a final guiding theoretical argument concerning each of
the participatory paradigm’s interfacing theoretical assumptions that were interrogated in the

preceding four chapters. This discussion offers the foundations for the synthesised theoretical-



conceptual of this study, which follows in Part IV’'s Chapter 10. But before this framework can be
presented, community radio’s theoretic and legislative notions are first examined in Part Il of

this study (Chapters 8 and 9).

Part lll: COMMUNITY RADIO IN A SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

Part Ill of this study is divided into two chapters. The purpose of this third part is to position
community radio within community media theory that emphasises its participatory ethos. It also

aims to outline how South African legislation supports community radio as participatory media.

Chapter 8: South African community radio: a media studies perspective

To discern what community media entails theoretically, this chapter explores community radio
in South Africa from the perspective of a media literature study. As alternative media, community
radio exhibits unique features that allow it to operate according to differentiated configurations
and rituals when compared with traditional commercial and public broadcasting models. Since it
aligns with the envisioned empowerment goals of community media as viewed through the
participatory paradigm, the multi-theoretical framework of community media (see 8.4) —
specifically the rhizomatic theoretical optic of Carpentier et al. (2003, 2001) (see 8.4.4) — is

presented as the most suitable theory to define community radio.

Chapter 9: South African community radio from a legislative perspective

A concise historical account of the origin and growth of community radio in South Africa is
presented in the penultimate chapter of this thesis (see 9.2). This narration is followed by an
examination of the relevant South African legislation that is relevant to community radio

broadcasting (see 9.3).

Part IV: COMMUNITY RADIO IN SOUTH AFRICA AS PARTICIPATORY MEDIA

Part IV of this study is divided into one chapter. The last chapter will present the final integrated

framework of South African community radio as participatory media:

Chapter 10: A theoretical-conceptual framework for South African community radio as

participatory media



This final chapter presents the final synthesised theoretical-conceptual framework for South

African community media as participatory media. This is the primary contribution of this study.



PREFACE PART |

As noted in the preamble, the first major part of this study consists of only Chapter 1. It presents
the research problem of this thesis: To present a theoretical-conceptual framework of
community radio in South Africa as participatory media as situated in the participatory paradigm.
The chapter clarifies, however, that the latter paradigm’s theoretical diffuseness needs
conceptual clarity before the participatory ethos of community radio can be further examined in
this study. Chapter 1, furthermore, states that community radio should also be examined from a
multi-theoretical community media framework, as well as from the South African legislative

context to inform this study’s inquiry and final framework.



CHAPTER 1: CONTEXT, PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH
QUESTION

"Community radio should not be popular, it should be necessary.” — Zane lbrahim, 2004, Bush

Radio, Cape Town.

1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

This thesis is concerned with community radio. In its most basic description, community radio is
referred to as the “third space” or “third tier” of broadcasting (see Bosch, 2024, 2017; Conrad,
2014; Fox, 2019; Granger et al., 2018; Mhlanga, 2016, 2009; Tyali, 2021, 2017). Unlike radio
stations owned by private businesses, community radio broadcasters operate as decentralised
media organisations that are free from commercial imperatives. Backhaus (2024:1-2) describes
community radio as “hyperlocal” since it is usually tied to a specific geographic locale or a
community with a common interest, a shared culture, and specific lived experiences and needs.
This hyperlocality contrasts sharply with national broadcasters’ legal mandate to serve mass

audiences as an entire nation.

These concise descriptions suggest that community radio differs characteristically and
functionally from mainstream and legacy broadcasting media configurations and practices, which

means that it has a unique place and role in the larger mediascape and society.

1.1.1 The study of community radio and its role and place in society

Community radio’s distinctiveness can be explored through various disciplinary, interdisciplinary,
and theoretical frames that extend beyond the present thesis’s location in the humanities. These
include economic and management sciences, educational, and environmental sciences.
Concerning research in the humanities during the last two decades, several postgraduate studies
about South African community radio have been conducted at local universities and abroad in,
for example, the fields of journalism and media studies, development studies, translations
studies, and governance (see, for example, Bosch, 2003; Modiba, 2020; Msileni, 2021;
Osunkunle, 2013; Sithole, 2020; Tella, 2022; Tyali, 2017; Van Rooyen, 2019).



The present study locates its inquiry into community radio within the communication studies
subfield of development communication. It explores how South African community radio can be
conceptualised as participatory media for development and social change initiatives. This
investigation does not involve an empirical study but instead analyses community radio from a
theoretical perspective. It contends that community radio coincides with the participatory
paradigm’s aim to ensure participatory communication in development and social change
settings. As these preliminary remarks indicate and as is articulated in the problem statement
(see 1.2), this line of inquiry considers the available research in media studies. The vast, combined
corpus of literature on participatory communication and media studies demonstrates that both
scholars and practitioners have been examining community radio’s status and potential
development role in society ever since its rise in the early 2000s (see, for example, Bosch, 2003;
Carpentier, 2011; Fuller, 2007; Howley, 2005, 2010; Huesca, 1995; Hyde-Clarke, 2010; Lewis,
1993; Manyozo, 2011; Metula 2023; Mhagama, 2016; Servaes, 1999; Teer-Tomaselli, 2001;
Zeeman, 2006). The scholarship and practice in these two fields share a fundamental question:
How can community radio be utilised as a communicative platform and a participatory media for

development?

Despite their often differing contexts and foci, proponents of community radio (academics and
practitioners) mostly contend that local communities can use it to contribute meaningfully to
their own development. This is because community radio operates from within and with a
concern for a community’s specific needs and challenges. The assertion is that the mediatisation
of broadcasting media on a local level is an ideal approach or strategy to increase people’s
participation in development and to broaden democracy in society through media
democratisation (cf. Gaynor & O’Brien, 2017; Howley, 2010; Manyozo, 2012; 2017; Moyo, 2020;
Servaes, 1999; Tacchi, 2003; Tufte, 2017).

Fox (2019:58, 89), for example, explains that community radio celebrates the notion and practice
of “community” as its distinguishing, foundational feature, clarifying that it affords the critical
participation and articulation of previously suppressed and overlooked voices in development
initiatives and processes (see 8.4 for more discussions on “community”). Community radio
“amplifies communication for social change” since it is committed to the needs and lived

experiences of individuals and communities. Specifically, it “embodies divergent values and



intentions” that struggle to find representation or direct expression in traditional (i.e. state and
commercial) media structures and rituals (Fox, 2019:vii, 58). This line of argument holds that the
development agendas of social actors on the community level are actively overlooked or
colonised by neoliberal media structures and rituals. Understood in this way, community radio
provides the interventionist institutional, social, and cultural communicative framework in which
such gaps can not only be overcome but also actively disrupted in favour of previously
marginalised voices and concerns (cf. Dutta & Zapata, 2019; Fox, 2019; Habermas, 1989; Moyo,
2020; Pavarala & Malik, 2021). The renowned scholar Jan Servaes (1999:260) perhaps provides
the simplest description of community radio, stating that it, “is an act of participation in

communication”.

Movylan (2021:222) agrees with this assessment, arguing that community radio and “community”
should be seen “as an ongoing series” of “collective cultural practices [that can be] mobilised to
reproduce and reinforce [the] communal subjectivity” that is so often evaded or deliberately
ignored by traditional media. In a development communication context, these descriptions are
particularly appealing and useful, as they orient the current research to explore theoretically how

to define community radio as participatory media.

1.1.2 Community radio as an international phenomenon of practice and study

Any scholarly study should consider community radio’s presence in the Global North and Global
South. Depending on differing regional locales, community radio and its component parts carry
multiple connotations in different theoretical and instrumental terms (Fraser & Restrepo-
Estrada, 2001:6; King, 2017:19-21; Mtimde et al., 1998:10-11; O’Connor, 1990-102). Chapter 8:
and Chapter 9: explore these differing theoretical, ideological, and regulative descriptions in
more detail. The discussions in those chapters demonstrate that community media and
(particularly) community radio do not represent one unified academic or even practitioner

model, but instead exemplify numerous conceptual notions and varied practices.

For now, it must be noted that community radio is prevalent in various nations in the Northern
and Southern Hemispheres, notably in either established or developing democracies. In the

I”

North, the Low-Power FM (LPFM) sector, campus radio and “rural” radio broadcasters are

commonly found on the American continent, in Canada and the United States (U.S.) (Fox,



2019:24-27). Community radio is well-established in Europe in several countries, including
Belgium, Spain, France, and the Netherlands. In the United Kingdom (U.K.), community radio
broadcasters operate in all four constituent countries. Given the current study’s South African
context and focus, the examination of community radio must explore its prevalence in the Global
South, which traditionally represents several developing nations and democracies. Community
radio stations are found in numerous countries in the Asian-Pacific region, Latin America and, of
course, on the African continent (Barranquero, 2020; Busolo & Manalo 1V, 2023; Raghunath,

2020).

Chapter 1’s current contextual purposes, the historical and conceptual evolution of community
radio needs a bit more contextualisation. The formal creation and eventual academic study of

community radio can be traced back to two defining moments in the early 1980s.

1.1.3 Community radio’s advent internationally and in South Africa

The World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters (AMARC Internationall, 2024), which is
an umbrella non-governmental organisation for community radio broadcasters, recounts that —
without prior planning or intention — several community radio enthusiasts gathered in Montreal,
Canada, in 1983, only to realise later that their meetup was emblematic of a growing, global social
movement toward establishing community radio as a unique sector in the broadcasting sphere.
Since its official establishment in 1986 as an international representative body for community
broadcasters (AMARC International, 2024), thousands of members from over 100 countries and
numerous different types of community radio stations have joined AMARC’s ranks, thereby
encouraging the sector’s growth to the benefit of people on a community level (see 8.3 for a
more detailed discussion of AMARC’s definition of community radio). These events coincided
with the global decentralisation of broadcasting media during the 1990s, which notably also
occurred on the African continent in postcolonial nations. During this period, broadcasting
systems, policy, and regulation were transformed from state-monopolised configurations —
reminiscent of colonial administrations — to diversified, pluralistic mediatisations, organisations,

and practices (Teer-Tomaselli, 2011, 1994).

t AMARC is the French abbreviation for the Association Mondiale Des Radiodiffuseurs Communautaires also known as
the World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters (AMARC International, 2024).
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1.1.4 Community radio as a facilitator for liberation: a global and South African

view

This transformation trend, which coincided with the global “third wave of democracy”? in the
1980s and 1990s (Huntington, 1991), came to be known as the “liberalisation of the airwaves”.
It is well-documented and has been analysed by various scholars in the South African context,
specifically set against the country’s political transition from an apartheid state to a democratic
one (see Barnett, 1999; Bosch, 2003, 2017; Duncan & Seleoane, 1998; Gunner et al., 2010;
Hadland & Thorn, 2004; Horwitz, 2001; Moyo, 2012; Olorunnisola, 2002; Olorunnisola &
Lugalambi, 2011; Wasserman, 2018; Teer-Tomaselli, 2004, 2011).

Briefly described here, the early 1990s entailed a profound transformation of the South African
telecommunications and broadcasting sectors (section 9.2.2 gives a fuller description of these
changes). Most notably, the changes in the latter sector, which traditionally included radio and
television, reflected the new South African political and social order right before the first
democratic elections in 1994 and the period following that. Referring to the South African
sectoral restructurings and changes, Teer-Tomaselli (2004:7-8) notes that corresponding
international trends intensified them; namely, on the one hand, the “crisis [in the] public
broadcasting and telecommunications sectors” and, on the other, the increasing reach of the
growing global economy and the impact of its neoliberal agenda on the place and role of

governments and traditionally state-owned enterprises.

Considering these global compounding nuances and challenges (Servaes & Lie, 2003:7-23;
Wasserman, 2020:451-453) that took place during the 1990s, South Africa was confronted with
the profound project of changing its political and social order while being confronted with the
demands of restructuring the previously apartheid-owned and controlled telecommunications,
broadcasting and media environment, all of which needed to be done in the face of global

economic pressures and changes. Teer-Tomaselli (2004:8) explains that, in a post-apartheid

2 The “third wave of democracy”, conceptually popularised by Huntington (1991), refers to the historical period when
democratic transitions occurred in previously colonised and politically suppressed countries in Latin America in the
1980s, Asian-Pacific countries during the mid-1980s to 1988, the collapse of the Soviet Union in December 1991 and
consequent liberalisation of many Eastern European countries, as well as several African countries in the 1990s in
the post-Cold War era (Nur, 2015:55-59). The so-called first wave occurred during the gradual expansion of
democracy in the United States and Europe and its authoritarian reversal during the 1820s-1920s, whereas the
“second wave” followed World War Il and extended to the 1960s in mainly European and Asian countries.

11



South Africa and even in the years that immediately preceded the change to democracy,
“Transformation’ has come to mean the adaptation and reformation of institutions, both in the
public and private sectors, to accommodate the change in political culture and ethos following

the first universal franchise election of 1994”.

While Part Ill of this study provides fuller versions of community radio’s development, several
international events and movements that spurred its academic and practitioner standing need
to be mentioned here. Scholars describe the first phases of community radio that originated in
the 1940s3 by focusing on the establishment of so-called miners’ radio in Latin American
countries such as Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru (Bosch, 2017; Gumucio-Dagron, 2001; Huesca, 1995;
O’Connor, 1990; Servaes, 1999). They explain that, as the early pioneers of community radio,
miners and various marginalised groups started using radio as an educational tool. Later on,
during community radio’s second development phase in the 1960s, it was used as an instrument
of political activism for fundamental social change (Servaes, 1999:257-258). This stage drew
inspiration from the ideas of scholars and activists, such as Paolo Freire’s critical pedagogy, as a
strategy for popular revolution. Locally, the African National Congress’s (ANC) underground
Radio Freedom and the Cassette Education Trust (CASET) in Cape Town, which later became Bush
Radio, articulated an anti-apartheid agenda (Bosch, 2017:49-50; Lekgoathi, 2010:139-140). The
third phase, Servaes (ibid.) relates, expanded and formalised during the 1970s when radio
became recognised as a “communication medium” that was different from the mainstream. In
this line of reasoning, radio was understood “as part of the communication process as a whole:
that is, as radio that is there for the people and made by the people”, meaning that this
communication medium that was enacted by the people’s active participation and their self-

management of community radio systems.

Bosch (2017:49-51) notes how small-scale, community-owned stations also emerged globally and
were exemplified in the political and popular revolutionary struggles that gained momentum
during the 1980s, when more countries formalised community radio systems in legislative terms.

Like AMARC, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)

3 n their educational form, stations like Radio Sutatenza arose in Colombia (from 1943 onwards) that focused on
increasing farmers’ literacy and educational levels. In 1949, Miner’s Radio in Bolivia sought to empower miners
against capitalists’ exploitation (Servaes, 1999:257-258).
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MacBride Commission Report of 1980 gave further impetus to the global need to create open,
democratic media and communication systems that promoted media pluralism while giving voice
to dissenting opinions on a grassroots level (MacBride, 1980). Community radio expanded with
the third wave of democracy, sweeping the globe during the 1990s, especially in Latin America

and Africa.

Coupled with the growth of the global economy and advancements in information and
communication technologies (ICTs) (e.g. satellite networks, Internet radio etc.), the progress of
independent, alternative media in the form of community radio continued to swell (Gumucio-
Dagron, 2001:15-16). Elsewhere, King (2017:21) describes the abovementioned different phases
of community radio as including the experimental, wildfire, solidarity and resurgence” periods.
These stages will be revisited in Section 9.2.2, which recounts the history of community radio in

more detail.

1.1.5 The creation of community radio in South Africa in legislative terms

One of the first critical transformations made in preparation for the country’s transition was the
creation of the Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA), promulgated by the IBA Act of 1991.
In the build-up to the first multiracial democratic elections in 1994, the IBA was also mandated
to issue temporary broadcasting licenses to several newly established community radio stations.
Prior to these elections, attendees of the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA)* in
1992 identified community radio as a suitable means for effecting democratic change, not only
to break the monopoly of the apartheid-era government mouthpiece that was the South African
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) but also to prepare the previously politically disenfranchised
majority of South Africans to participate in the elections in an informed manner (Olorunnisola,

2002:130-131). Community radio was also envisioned as a medium that would provide the

*1In the early 1990s, CODESA took place at the World Trade Centre in Kempton Park just outside of Johannesburg in
the form of two series of discussions and negotiations that preceded the 1994 election (SAHO, n.d.). Ninety-two
different organisations united as the Patriotic Front to oppose apartheid and negotiate the changeover of political
leadership with the National Party government. Other issues of concern included drafting a new constitution, setting
up an interim government, the electoral system, the fate of the homelands, and the time that would be needed to
implement all these changes. The website of South African History Online (SAHO, n.d.) notes that, during the second
series of talks, discussions occurred on the role of the media in a democratic South Africa and, more specifically, on
the future role of the SABC as an impartial broadcaster. As part of these discussions, the issue of community radio
in support of democratic reforms also took place. Concerns about media diversity, pluralism and representation
were also tabled.
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communicative space for cultural and linguistic groups that had been neglected or entirely
ignored by the SABC and the apartheid government, and for the newly founded commercial

stations that were established in the 1990s.

The IBA Act of 1991 established the regulatory authority and was followed by the IBA Act 153 of
1993, which formed the three tiers of broadcasting in South Africa. Today the authority is known
as the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA), as per the ICASA Act no
13 of 2000. Apart from depoliticising the public broadcaster and increasing commercial
broadcasting services (Olorunnisola & Lugalambi, 2011:25-26), the aforementioned acts of
parliament officially established the community broadcasting sector in the country. These
changes therefore departed from the previous apartheid government-controlled broadcasting
systems and policies and hence increased the open, democratic flow of information and
communication in South Africa. The IBA Acts and several other key pieces of legislation are

reviewed in full in Chapter 9.

One of these is the Broadcasting Act 4 of 1999. It states that community radio stations in South
Africa function as non-profit entities that address and promote the needs of a specific community
for whom they exist. The South African government further supports the Broadcast Act through
agencies such as the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA), established in 2003,
which is mandated by the MDDA Act No 14 of 2002 to provide support for community media.
This support is meant to encourage the growth and development of small commercial and
community media for greater access and participation, diversity and local ownership and

furthermore to address the developmental needs of communities (MDDA, 2024).

One of these acts included the Broadcasting Act 4 of 1999. It states that community radio stations
in South Africa function as non-profit entities that address and promote the needs of a specific
community for whom they exist. The South African government further supports the Broadcast
Act through agencies such as the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA), established
in 2003, which is mandated by the MDDA Act No 14 of 2002 to provide support for community
media to encourage the growth and development of small commercial and community media for
greater access and participation, diversity, local ownership and to address communities'

developmental needs (MDDA, 2024).
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1.1.6 The current state of South African community radio

Two recent reports by The Broadcast Research Council of South Africa (BRC) (BRC, 2024, 2021)
found that 91% of South Africans listen to radio every week, a percentage that corresponds to
35,8 million listeners, of which 77% of them do so via AM or FM radio (including either a radio
set or a car radio), 29% via their smartphones or mobile phones, 12% via television, and 1% via a
computer. The report further states that these listeners spend about 4 hours per day listening to
radio services, indicating that while social media is gaining traction yearly as a popular form of
communication among South Africans, radio remains a cost-effective, accessible, and popular
media platform. Even though the community radio sector has grown significantly over the past

three decades, finding reliable radio listenership numbers is very hard to come by.

As stated in the BRC (2024) report, in March of 2024, there were 293 community radio stations
that were licenced for operation by the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa.
According to interim data provided by the BRC (2024), there are a handful of community radio
stations with numbers of listeners comparable to commercial and public radio stations. The top
five biggest stations include Jozi FM in Gauteng with 455,000 listeners, Izwi LoMzansi 98.0 FM in
KwaZulu-Natal with 300,000, Theta FM 100.6 In Gauteng with 226,000, and two Western Cape
stations, Radio Ziobonele 98.2 FM with 189,000 listeners and the Voice of the Cape 91.3 FM with
170,000 listeners. In the latter province, eight community radio stations have also breached the
100,000-listenership threshold. The report indicates that the remaining fifteen biggest
community radio stations’ listenerships vary significantly, anywhere between 90,0000 and

149,000 people who listen daily.

Despite community radio’s proliferation and continued celebrated status as an important
participatory vehicle of development communication in South Africa, research (Da Costa, 2012;
Kriiger et al., 2013:8-9) on the health of the sector exposes that several issues of concern
threaten its sustainability. Kriiger et al. (2013:8-9) and Gumucio-Dagron (2001), among other
researchers, have identified how the wellbeing of a community radio station includes issues of
social, institutional and financial sustainability. Stable financial income for daily and long-term
operations, adequate technological infrastructure, and sufficient human resources that are

necessary to run and sustain community stations are often lacking (Krliger et al., ibid.).
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Similarly, although the sector is legislated to function independently from government and
political interests, community stations remain exposed to the interests of politicians and
commercial role-players. Especially on a local level, these community stakeholders have the
ability to interfere with a radio station’s impartial management and people-centred mandate. As
mentioned before, an enabling regulatory and policy environment in which community radio
functions is crucial to its sustainability. Furthermore, when this supportive institutional
framework is lacking, the participatory ethos and mandate of community radio are also
compromised. Therefore, Section 9.3 interrogates the regulations and policies that are supposed

to create an enabling environment for community radio as participatory media.

1.1.7 Issues of theoretical concern: community media studies and participatory

communication

As introduced in the first subsection of this chapter, community media scholars and development
communication proponents reason that community radio is one of the most accessible resources
that communities can employ to voice and address their specific development needs and
interests (see Busolo & Manalo IV, 2023; Carpentier, 2011:97; Conrad, 2014:774; Tucker, 2013;
Bosch, 2017). Both fields view community radio as a medium that encourages the public
communication process, which is to say as a democratising vehicle that allows public
communication to be participatory and open. It particularly encourages diversity of voices,
inclusivity and participation in local development issues and processes that private or public
entities do not exclusively or comprehensively cover (cf. Atton, 2002; Cammaerts, 2009; Howley,

2010; Sandoval & Fuchs, 2010).

Whereas there is an ongoing debate and a difference of opinions about what precisely the
participatory approach to communication for development and social change entails, most
proponents of such participation agree on key principles of the paradigm and its communication
approach (Servaes & Malikhao, 2005:93; Scott, 2014:47-51; Dutta, 2020:15-19; Servaes, 2020a:4-
11). For the current study, these have been identified as including the assumptions of
participation, dialogue, recognition of and sensitivity to cultural diversity, and the notion of
empowerment through development processes. The participatory paradigm conceptualises the
individual as being active in the communication processes of a media organisation instead of

merely being a passive recipient of media products and content. This model places a high
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premium on the self-determination of a community and its individual members, seeing them as
agents with particular resourcefulness, innate energy, and ingenuity as drivers of social change
(Morris 2003:226-227; Servaes & Malikhao, 2008:164). Burger (2015:21-22) explains that this
conception of the participatory approach emphasises the community-driven, internal process of
empowerment instead of relying on participation that is perhaps strategically motivated by an

external development agent or social movement.

As stated in the chapter’s introductory remarks, despite its normative status, experts in
academia, planning and practice agree that the concepts “participation” and “participatory
communication” represent a variety of abstractions and applications. Using the vivid imagery of
a kaleidoscope cylinder, White (1994:16) describes “participation” as colourful and explains that
“[i]t changes its colour and shape at the will of the hands in which it is held. And just like that
momentary image in the kaleidoscope, it can be very fragile and elusive, changing from one
moment to the next.” In other words, depending on the social actors involved, different views
exist on the notion of participation and communication, which could also be based on the
complexity of dissimilar development agendas, interpretations, contexts, goals, processes and
evaluation criteria (Chang & Jacobson 2010:660-661; Carpentier 2011:1-4; Servaes, 2020b:v-vii).
All of these variables can impact how development and social change are interpreted and
implemented. Such myriad conceptio