
Community radio stations are an 
important and accessible medium 
through which many South Africans 
receive up to date news and 
participate in civil society. They 
play an important role in facilitating 
grassroots dialogue that strengthens 
communities, preserves culture and 
provides information in local languages 
that their audience understands. 
Community radio is defined normally 
as ‘a non-profit, short-range radio 
station broadcast that caters for the 
information needs of people living in 
a particular community in languages 
and formats that suit that specific 
community’ (Beavon, 2019). 

The Eastern Cape alone has more than 
20 community radio stations that service 
approximately 1.3-million people a week 
(BRC, 2019). The majority of these stations 
are operated within and are wholly-owned 
by the communities they serve. This is the 
fundamental difference between mainstream 
radio and community radio stations. The 
latter is local, not-for profit, local community 
oriented, serving and accessible to its 
community audience, while the former 

is commercially driven. Community radio 
broadcasts in diverse languages that local 
residents understand. Their coverage and 
reach differs vastly, from the 170 000 OR 
Tambo residents who make up the audience 
of Unitra Community Radio (UCR-FM) to the 
11 000 people who listen to Takalani FM in 
Aliwal North (BRC, 2019). 

To generate revenue, community radio 
stations have to work with government, 
the community and other community 
groupings such as churches and civil 
society organisations that use community 
radios for advertisements and information 
sharing. Ethically, community radio 
stations have to balance revenue-
generating content with that which builds 
civil society and active citizenry in support 
of democracy. For community radio 
stations which are often in need of cash to 
sustain their operations, this can be quite 
a tough balancing act. It would be more 
profitable for community radio stations 
to air content for which they can derive 
an income, but that would make them 
profit-making and profit-driven entities. 
The ability of community radio stations to 
derive income, while serving communities 

by providing content that builds civil 
society, is little explored in the literature.

This article seeks to investigate the extent to 
which community radio stations achieve this 
balance. It shines a spotlight on the kinds of 
existing community radio programmes that 
promote active citizenship. This article also 
explores the extent to which citizens have 
been able to hold elected representatives 
and others in community leadership 
structures accountable as a result of 
community radio programming. 

The research on which this article is 
based was conducted using participatory 
approaches and was done with active 
participation of many community radio 
stations. The study was part of Afesis-
corplan’s programme interventions. This 
article draws on only certain parts of 
a larger study and focuses only on the 
extent to which community radio stations 
contribute to building civic agency.  The 
table on the following page lists the 
community radio stations that were part 
of the study. The table also indicates the 
average listenership of each of the radio 

stations as per 2019 figures.
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Name of station Number of 
listeners District covered Location 

Unitra Community Radio (UCR-FM) 170 000 OR Tambo Mthatha

Vukani Community Radio 139 000 Chris Hani Cala

Forte FM 114 000 Amathole Alice

Inkonjane 100.5 FM 93 000 OR Tambo Flagstaff

Alfred Nzo Community Radio 84 000 Alfred Nzo Mount Ayliff

Kouga FM 65 000 Sarah Baartman District Humansdorp

Ingwane FM 63 000 OR Tambo Mthatha

Lukhanji 93.7 FM 62 000 Chris Hani Komani

Sajonisi Youth Radio 62 000 OR Tambo Port St Johns 

Mdantsame FM 61 000 Buffalo City Mdantsane

Bayfm 107.9 60 000 Nelson Mandela Bay Port Elizabeth

Izwi Lethemba (the voice of hope) 56 000 Buffalo City Metro East London

Nkqubela (KQfm 97.0) 56 000 Nelson Mandela Bay Port Elizabeth

Khanya Community Radio 55 000 Amathole Butterworth 

Link FM 44 000 Buffalo City Metro East London

PE FM 87.6 41 000 Nelson Mandela Bay Port Elizabeth

Ngqushwa FM 39 000 Amathole Peddie

Kumkani FM 17 000 Buffalo City Metro East London

Wild Coast FM 16 000 Buffalo City Metro East London

Luister FM 90.6 13 000 Nelson Mandela Bay Port Elizabeth

Takalani Community Radio 11 000 Joe Gqabi Aliwal North

Kingfisher FM 103.8 8 000 Nelson Mandela Bay Port Elizabeth

IFM 97.9 Nelson Mandela Bay 4 000 Nelson Mandela Bay Port Elizabeth 

Source: (BRC, 2019)



Almost all community radio stations 
interviewed indicated that they have 
existing weekly programmes that are 
directed at building agency or active 
citizenship or contribute to strengthening 
democracy, promoting the rule of law or 
promoting human rights. Other community 
radio stations had specific programmes 
that were directed at strengthening public 
participation in local government and were 
bridging the gap between citizens and 
their elected representatives at a local 
government level. For example Alfred 
Nzo FM has a programme called “Talk 
to Your Councillor”. The programme airs 
every week and is aimed at assisting rural 
listeners to ask their ward councillors 
questions around service delivery. This they 
do for all four local municipalities where 
they have coverage. That the community 
radio has a sustained programme that 
enables communities to engage and 
access their elected representatives is 
commendable because such is usually 
only prevalent on the eve of elections.

In Buffalo City, Kumkani FM features a 
programme called “Masithethe Political” 
which is a current affairs programme aimed 

at educating listeners in and around Buffalo 
City about how local government works, how 
participatory planning happens, the steps 
in the budgeting process, and encourages 
citizens to participate. Presenters on the 
programme go out of their way to access 
information, often from the municipal 
website and also through various municipal 
departments. They analyse such information 
and present it in accessible ways for the 
listeners of the programme. KQ Talk on 
Nkqubela FM, which covers a large part of 
the Nelson Mandela Bay Metro, features 
a “State of the Ward” programme where 
councillors go to the studio and address 
residents on what the councillor has 
achieved over a certain period and outlines 
the ward plans for the coming period. This 
facilitates accountability and at its best 
bridges the gap between citizens and their 
elected representatives.

These are just a few examples of the 
kinds of programmes that community 
radio stations have created in order 
to strengthen local governance. This 
contribution of community radio hardly 
gets explored in the literature and is not 
valued much. It is important to reflect and 

appreciate it because community radio 
stations operate under extreme difficulties. 
For many of the community radio stations 
studied, their biggest revenue sources 
were grants and advertisements. They 
competed with each other for government 
advertising, often having to elbow each 
other out of potential contracts or revenue 
generating opportunities.

Many of the presenters interviewed as 
part of the study lamented the extent 
to which they are under-valued by 
government communicators. They spoke 
at length of instances where they would 
be asked to come to a media briefing, 
arrive there on time only to be asked 
to wait, sometimes for hours, because 
the  reporter from the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) or 
some other big media house was late. 
This speaks to the continued de-valuing 
of the role, impact and contribution of 
community radio. This article was written 
to highlight this important contribution 
of community radio stations, not just as 
conduits for information, but as active 
agents in the project of building a 
democratic South Africa.
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