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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A strong first half, honestly reported

In the first six months of its inaugural year, the Digital News Transformation Fund backed 21 independent South African newsrooms, from a 144-year-old 

print title to grassroots community platforms, to build the digital tools, skills and revenue streams they need to keep local journalism alive. This report covers 

January to June 2026 and draws on grantee narrative reports, an independent baseline and organisational readiness assessment, and monthly training 

provider reports. A full end-of-year report will follow in Q1 of 2027.

21
newsrooms funded across three support tiers

R10.5m+
in grant funding committed for the year

9 / 9
South African provinces reached by grantee content

300+
stories published by the Build tier in H1, beating 
combined targets

65+
journalists and media staff trained in digital skills

10 / 11
Build outlets launched a first-ever website or 
platform

The picture is not without its challenges: financial sustainability, staff capacity and connectivity remain hard constraints for small, community-rooted publishers, and this report is 
candid about them throughout.
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ABOUT THE FUND

About DNTF and Cohort 1

The Digital News Transformation Fund (DNTF) is a partnership between Google 

and the Association of Independent Publishers (AIP), administered by Tshikululu 

Social Investments. It combines project-based grants with capacity-building 

support for South Africa's independent news publishers, working through a 

tiered model that meets outlets at different stages of digital maturity.

DNTF invests in outlets serving communities that mainstream media often 

overlooks: township and rural newspapers, hyperlocal digital platforms, and 

sector-specific outlets. Cohort 1, the Fund's first-ever cohort, brought together 

21 newsrooms and backed them with more than R10.5 million in grant funding 

for the year, disbursed in structured tranches across the implementation period.

COHORT 1 TIER MODEL

Build
11 grantees

Early-stage outlets building a first-ever digital presence: website, 

social channels, basic equipment and editorial systems.

Grow
8 grantees

Established outlets scaling existing digital operations, upgrading CMS 

platforms, and diversifying audience reach.

Engage
2 grantees

The most mature, sector-facing outlets, focused on revenue 

diversification and sector-wide collaboration.

A fourth tier, Ignite (R100,000 fixed grants), was introduced in February 2026 

as an entry-level pathway and is not part of Cohort 1's original structure.DNTF — Cohort 1 Impact Report, H1 2026 3

18 of 21
Cohort 1 grantees are Micro publishers, reaching 50,000 or fewer monthly website visitors, 

exactly the scale DNTF's tiered model is built to serve.



GRANTEE PROFILE · COHORT 1

Small, independent, and reflective of South Africa's 
ownership diversity

18 of 21 Cohort 1 grantees (86%) are Black African, Coloured or Indian-owned, representing R8.5 million (81%) of Round 1's R10.5 million in 

grant funding.

Source: DNTF grantee due-diligence and audience records, dated 31 July 2026. Size bands: Micro, 0 to 50,000 monthly unique website visitors; Small, 50,001 to 250,000.
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METHODOLOGY

About this report

This is DNTF's half-year progress report for Cohort 1, covering January to June 2026. A full end-of-year report, covering July to December, will follow in the 

first quarter of 2027 with a fuller account of revenue diversification, governance maturity and sustained audience growth. What follows is a snapshot of a 

newsroom transformation still underway, with early results that are encouraging.

Grantee narrative reports

All 21 grantees, covering January to June 2026 progress, wins and challenges in their 

own words.

Monthly quantitative reports

Output and reach indicators tracked against each outlet's work plan, January to June 

2026.

Independent baseline assessment

An organisational readiness assessment covering 14 of the 21 Cohort 1 grantees 

(63.6%), conducted by Tshikululu's Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning team.

Training provider reports

Monthly and end-of-programme reports from the external trainers and organisations 

delivering DNTF's capacity-building curriculum.

Figures are presented as reported by grantees and, where aggregated, are rounded and cross-checked for consistency. Standout examples are named because a big part of DNTF's value is showing, 

concretely, what this funding makes possible. 
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01
Cohort 1 progress in H1 2026

What 21 newsrooms did with their first six months of DNTF funding



COHORT 1 STRUCTURE

Tiered funding, matched to organisational capacity

Grants were disbursed on a tiered model, so each outlet received a level of 

funding and support matched to where it started, not a one-size-fits-all 

package.

Tier placement was determined through the Adjudication Committee's 

independent merit scoring of each Round 1 application, not assigned after the 

fact, so funding follows demonstrated starting capacity rather than 

convenience.

Tier assignment shapes both the size of the grant and the shape of the support: 

Build outlets receive foundational digital-activation support; Grow outlets 

receive scaling support; Engage outlets receive innovation and sector-

contribution support.
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BUILD TIER · 11 GRANTEES

Build: from zero to a digital newsroom

Most of the 11 Build-tier grantees began the year with little or no digital footprint: no 

website, no active social media, and often no dedicated equipment. Within six months, the 

tier collectively published more than 300 stories against a combined target of around 260, 

launched close to a dozen new websites and content management systems, and trained 

nearly 40 staff in digital publishing, analytics and multimedia skills.

Growth from such a low base is naturally steep in percentage terms, but it is backed by real, 

checkable outputs: first paying digital advertisers, first newsletters, first analytics 

dashboards. Governance infrastructure (budgeting, editorial policy, income tracking) is 

uneven across the tier, and is the clearest area where continued hands-on support will 

matter most. A POPIA-compliant privacy policy, in particular, is still missing at several outlets 

and is a priority for the second half of the year.

300+
stories published, vs. a combined target of ~260

~12
new websites and content management systems 
launched

~40
staff trained in digital publishing, analytics and 
multimedia
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GROW TIER · 8 GRANTEES

Grow: scaling what already works

The 8 Grow-tier grantees entered 2026 with an existing digital presence and used DNTF funding to scale it: upgrading platforms, launching podcasts, and 

testing new distribution channels.

Highveld Chronicle

Extended its digital content onto two regional radio 

breakfast shows, reaching well over a million 

listeners a week in isiNdebele.

Xenor Projects

Piloted QR-code taxi stickers so commuters without 

home internet could download the latest edition 

directly to their phones.

The Voice of Africa

Runs a civic-health journalism and outreach model 

built around prostate health awareness, working 

toward a formal partnership with the Gauteng 

Department of Health.

Revenue diversification across the tier is otherwise still early: most Grow-tier income remains print-advertising led, and several outlets have deliberately sequenced 

audience growth before monetisation, with digital sales pushes planned for the second half of 2026.

Section 1 — Cohort 1 progress 9



ENGAGE TIER · 2 GRANTEES

Engage: sector leadership and revenue innovation

The two Engage-tier grantees are furthest along the sustainability curve, and are the clearest early evidence that DNTF's tiered model can produce genuine 

revenue diversification.

explain.co.za

explain.co.za entered 2026 as the cohort's most digitally mature outlet, already running nine platforms with five AI tools embedded in its editorial and operational 

workflows. During H1 2026 its website audience grew from roughly 3,800 users in January to more than 60,000 by June, and it now draws more than half its 

income from non-grant sources, including a reader-membership programme, a digital marketing division and video-monetisation partnerships. It also used its 

DNTF grant to convene a peer-learning network of eight independent newsrooms, sharing what it had already built with earlier-stage grantees across the cohort.
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GROWTH SIGNALS

Audience growth, January to June 2026

0 → 354,000
Kokstad Advertiser: people reached a month, from zero 
digital presence in January to up to 354,000 by June

1.7m
Xenor Projects: combined digital reach across its three 
community mastheads by June 2026

Figures are grantee-reported and reflect differing measurement periods (monthly averages, single-post reach, or cumulative growth since launch). They are cited as illustrative evidence of early momentum, not 

a single audited portfolio total.
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STORIES FROM THE NEWSROOM FLOOR

Civic impact: journalism that moved communities

The Kokstad Advertiser

Build tier

In March 2026, coverage of a missing seven-

year-old girl helped mobilise community search 

efforts and a formal police search-and-rescue 

deployment. That month's coverage reached 

close to a million people by the outlet's own 

account, its highest figure to date.

Eagle Eye News

Build tier

Investigated allegations of maladministration and 

discriminatory hiring at Burgersdorp Correctional 

Services. The story prompted a community 

petition and, within three months, a renovation 

and infrastructure project that prioritised local 

youth employment.

Zini Advertising

Build tier

When severe flooding hit Lenasia South in May 

2026, coverage of submerged vehicles and 

overwhelmed stormwater drains reinforced 

official safety warnings and sparked community 

discussion about long-neglected drainage 

infrastructure.
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GRANTEE SPOTLIGHT · GROW TIER

Xenor Projects

Xenor runs three community mastheads south of Johannesburg (Globe Post, Orange 

Farm News, and Walkerville & Savanna City Times), reaching a combined 1.7 million 

people digitally by June 2026. Its most distinctive intervention was analogue-meets-

digital: QR code stickers placed inside ten taxis with the Orange Farm Taxi Association, 

letting commuters without home internet download the latest edition straight to their 

phones. Xenor also ran newsroom literacy labs with two local schools and partnered with 

journalism students at Nelson Mandela Bay University.

“Combined digital reach across three community mastheads surpassed 1.7 million 

people by June 2026.”

1.7m

combined digital reach across three mastheads

10 taxis

fitted with QR-code stickers linking commuters to each 
new edition
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UPDATE, SINCE THIS REPORT WAS COMPILED · XENOR PROJECTS

National recognition for local journalism

In the weeks after this reporting period closed, Xenor Projects earned two national journalism 

honours. On 3 July 2026, the outlet was named first runner-up in the Community Service 

Reporting category at the Standard Bank Sikuvile Journalism Awards. Weeks later, Xenor 

placed third in the Human Interest category at the 2026 AVBOB FCJ Excellence Awards, an 

event publisher and editor-in-chief Shirley Govender describes as widely regarded as the 

Oscars of South African journalism, competing against SABC, Media24, Caxton and HOT 

1027. For a hyperlocal newsroom that has served Johannesburg's Deep South for 34 years, 

recognition alongside the country's largest broadcasters is a significant milestone, and one 

Govender attributes in part to the capacity, digital reach and confidence DNTF support has 

helped build.

“These recognitions are not ours alone. They also reflect the value of investing in 

independent community media.” — Shirley Govender, Publisher and Editor-in-Chief, Xenor 

Projects

3rd place
Human Interest category, 2026 AVBOB FCJ Excellence 
Awards

Runner-up
Community Service Reporting, Standard Bank Sikuvile 
Journalism Awards (3 July 2026)

Source: grantee correspondence to DNTF, August 2026, and the accompanying AIP/Google DNTF grantee profile interview with Shirley Govender.
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GRANTEE SPOTLIGHT · GROW TIER

Highveld Chronicle

This Mpumalanga outlet paired its digital growth with an unusual legacy-media 

partnership: weekly isiNdebele-language content broadcast on two regional radio 

breakfast shows, together reaching well over 1.2 million listeners. Its Facebook reach 

grew 233% over the reporting period, from around 300,000 to over 1 million people a 

month, demonstrating how DNTF-funded digital content can extend impact through 

existing community media rather than replacing it.

“Facebook reach grew 233%, from around 300,000 to over 1 million people a month.”

1.2m+

weekly radio listeners reached via isiNdebele 
partnership

+233%

Facebook reach growth, January to June 2026
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GRANTEE SPOTLIGHT · ENGAGE TIER

explain.co.za

The most mature outlet in Cohort 1, explain.co.za paired rapid audience growth (website 

users up from roughly 3,800 in January to more than 60,000 by June) with the most 

advanced revenue diversification in the cohort, reporting that just over half its income now 

comes from non-grant sources. It also co-ran a national community-journalist talent 

search with the National Youth Development Agency that drew more than 500 

applications, recruiting people with no prior journalism background into trained reporting 

roles.

“This was fabulously curated and I wish there would be a follow up.” — audience 

member, International Women’s Day event

3,800 → 60k+

website users, January to June 2026

500+

applications to its community-journalist talent search 
with the National Youth Development Agency
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REVENUE DIVERSIFICATION

Building toward financial sustainability

Grant dependence is the single most common challenge grantees raised across every tier, and the one DNTF was designed to address. Six months in, the cohort 

shows early but genuine movement toward diversified, digitally-native income.

EARLY MONETISATION MILESTONES

Xenor Projects is shifting its revenue mix from print advertising toward digital sales, following the same audience-first sequencing as its Engage-tier peers.

The Kokstad Advertiser signed its first paying digital advertiser and launched a classifieds section with a rate card.

Inkundla Yezindaba was approved for Google Ads and sold its first two digital advertisements.

These are early signals rather than proof of sustainability. But the trajectory (audience first, monetisation deliberately sequenced to follow) matches sound practice for building 

durable local media businesses, and gives DNTF a credible basis for staged, longer-term support.
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explain.co.za now draws more than half its income from non-grant sources, including a reader-membership programme, a digital marketing division and video-monetisation 

partnerships.



AN HONEST ACCOUNT

Challenges and lessons learned

WHAT GRANTEES ARE STILL CONTENDING WITH

Financial sustainability: Converting audience growth into advertising, sponsorship or 

subscription revenue remains the most consistently cited challenge, across every tier.

Staff capacity: Many Build outlets operate with one to three people covering editorial, sales and 

social media simultaneously, limiting how fast they can grow.

Connectivity and equipment: Rural and township-based outlets cite bandwidth, data costs and 

hardware gaps as constraints on video and multimedia production.

Governance gaps: A POPIA-compliant privacy policy is the single most commonly missing 

safeguard in the Build tier, and a priority for H2.

Single-person dependency: at several outlets, including strong performers, critical digital, 

financial or editorial capability still rests on one individual, a continuity risk the second half will 

need to address.

WHAT THE FIRST HALF TAUGHT DNTF

Digital transformation is a workflow and culture change, not a one-off 

technology purchase: grantees who treated it that way progressed faster.

Short-form video consistently outperforms text-only content for audience 

growth, especially on TikTok and Facebook.

Training works best when it precedes intensive project delivery, not when 

it runs concurrently with it.

Recruiting for aptitude and lived community connection, not formal 

journalism credentials, opened up strong new talent, as explain.co.za's 

community-journalist search demonstrated.
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02
Baseline and organisational
readiness assessment

An independent look at where 14 of the 21 Cohort 1 grantees stood at the start of implementation



PURPOSE AND SCOPE

What the assessment covers

Alongside grantee self-reporting, Tshikululu's Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning team conducted an independent baseline and organisational readiness 

assessment. 

14 of 21
Cohort 1 grantees assessed (63.6% 
of the cohort)

9 / 4 / 1
Build / Grow / Engage split of the 
assessed sample

87
respondents to the voluntary 
Community Voice Survey

5
domains assessed: governance, 
platforms, audience, finance & risk

Not covered by this assessment: the remaining 7 Cohort 1 grantees, the Ignite tier introduced in February 2026, and the 22 Round 2 grantees announced in June 2026.
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HOW THE ASSESSMENT WAS CONDUCTED

The assessment used a mixed-methods approach: application-stage adjudication records, DNTF programme documentation, organisational document review, digital platform 

checks and assessor analysis, alongside each grantee's own H1 narrative report. Outlets were assessed against expectations appropriate to their tier rather than a single fixed 

standard. This was designed as a structured readiness assessment, not a compliance audit, intended to inform targeted support rather than to penalise gaps.



KEY FINDING

Every outlet now has a digital foundation to build on

Every one of the 14 assessed outlets now has a website that is live, launching or recently upgraded, and for several Build-tier outlets that website is a direct 

product of DNTF support. That digital foundation is now the base DNTF is building on: helping outlets move from founder-dependent governance to 

structured practice, from installed-but-unused analytics to routine decision-making, and from reach on third-party platforms to owned, income-generating 

audiences.

14 / 14
outlets now have a live, launching or recently upgraded website

13 / 14
outlets moving from founder-led to structured governance in H2

3 / 14
outlets use analytics in decisions today, expanding via training

10 / 14
outlets gaining financial-systems support to build their first reserves
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DIGITAL PLATFORMS AND AUDIENCE

Strong reach today, with owned audiences as the next build

Facebook carries the largest audiences in the assessed sample, up to 67,000 followers 

and 874,510 monthly reach at a single outlet. That reach is real, and the next priority is 

turning it into audiences outlets own directly. WhatsApp channels are already emerging 

as the cohort's most natural owned-audience habit, and a handful of outlets are already 

showing what direct ownership of reach and data can look like.

874,510
largest monthly Facebook reach recorded in the assessed 

sample

48.4%
email newsletter open rate at the cohort's strongest owned-

audience outlet

6 / 14
assessed websites were under three months old at the 

time of assessment

Real examples, and the clearest remaining gap

Owned channels: Xenor Projects has already launched its own newsletter, and 

explain.co.za's list has grown to nearly 6,850 subscribers with a 48% open rate.

Analytics ownership: Stokvel Media Hub installs and reviews its own Google Analytics 

monthly, rather than relying on a developer for basic performance data.

Platform independence: still the clearest gap. At least 5 outlets depend on external 

developers for their own CMS or analytics access.
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DIGITAL RISK AND GOVERNANCE

The systems this baseline calls for are already taking shape

Data privacy: one outlet already there

Highveld Chronicle has completed AIP-certified POPIA training, one of the clearest individual 

governance wins in the sample.

Governance in action

explain.co.za's board approved a new reader-revenue framework in November 2025, and the 

newsroom is now rolling it out, real board decision-making driving strategy.

Financial systems: two years of surplus

Xenor Projects has posted a financial surplus for two years running, and now holds several months of 

cash reserves.

These are individual examples, not yet the norm. POPIA compliance, active board governance and healthy cash reserves remain the 

exception rather than the rule across Cohort 1, and closing that gap is the clearest priority for the second half of the year.
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ORGANISATIONAL READINESS

Where the 14 assessed outlets stand today

What this means

explain.co.za is the only outlet in the sample operating at an Advanced level. 

Highveld Chronicle (Grow tier) is the only outlet at Established level, and the 

strongest in-cohort reference point for peer learning. Four outlets combine 

low scores across most domains with high digital risk ratings, and will need 

the most intensive support through the remainder of the cycle.

Two patterns matter for progression decisions. First, platform scores are consistently higher than governance, audience and financial scores: infrastructure has moved ahead

of the systems needed to sustain it. Second, a strong score in one domain does not carry the rest. Progression should rest on evidence of routine practice across domains, not a 

single strength or platform launches.
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COMMUNITY VOICE SURVEY · 87 RESPONDENTS

What audiences say about local news

Facebook is a source for 81.6% of respondents; word of mouth is cited by 84 of the 87. Percentages are drawn 

from different question bases and do not sum to 100.

79%
follow local news daily or almost 
daily

71%
mostly or completely trust their 
main news source

75%
took part in some form of civic 
engagement in the past six 
months

72%
say local news coverage directly 
prompted them to act
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CAPACITY BUILDING

Training across the cohort

DNTF's training curriculum ran across six thematic cohorts, delivered by a panel of external trainers and training organisations across the first half of 2026.

A

Digital Foundations

B

Multimedia Production

C

Analytics & Product Strategy

D

Community Engagement

E

AI for Newsrooms

F

Leadership & Governance

Examples of applied learning

Zini Advertising moved from no structured digital workflow to a functioning CMS and social publishing routine within 

the programme.

The Kokstad Advertiser stood up a live LookerStudio analytics dashboard and began AdSense remediation.

Grocott's Mail reframed its strategic positioning around its intersection of affluent, engaged communities, a shift with 

direct implications for financial sustainability.

Section 2 — Baseline assessment 26



03
Priorities for the second half of 2026

Converting early digital activation into lasting organisational resilience



H2 2026 PRIORITIES

Five priorities, drawn directly from the baseline evidence

Priority What this involves

Governance and compliance formalisation Templated editorial, financial and HR policies, POPIA guidance, conflict of interest rules that do not overburden small teams.

Analytics as a routine requirement
A simple analytics snapshot for every outlet: website traffic, social reach, engagement, top-performing content and the decisions 
taken from the data.

Owned audience development
Newsletters, email lists, WhatsApp channels and subscriber databases, so audience relationships do not sit entirely with third-
party platforms.

Financial systems and revenue diversification Income and expense records that separate grant income from earned income, and at least one non-print revenue pilot per outlet.

Minimum digital risk controls
Password and access protocols, two-factor authentication, backups, POPIA templates, AI-use guidance, and source-protection 
practice.

Alongside these five, the Fund will keep support tier-sensitive and document what is already working inside the cohort, including Highveld Chronicle's governance and risk controls, Stokvel Media Hub's TikTok 

and events models, Xenor Projects' analytics dashboard, and explain.co.za's services-based revenue model.
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THE SECOND HALF OF THE YEAR

Looking ahead to December 2026

Cohort 1's first six months show that targeted, tiered investment can move a fragile, hyperlocal newsroom from having no digital presence to reaching 

hundreds of thousands of people a month, and, in several cases, to breaking real, verifiable local stories that prompt community and institutional 

action. The grant cycle runs through December 2026, and the second half of the year is where revenue diversification, governance maturity and 

audience retention will be tested most.

Q1 2027
DNTF's full end-of-year report will cover the second 
half of 2026 in full, including closed governance gaps 
and expanded peer learning.

Cohort 2
The end-of-year report will also mark the midpoint 
for Cohort 2 (22 grantees, R15.8m, announced June 
2026).

Peer learning
Lessons from outlets like explain.co.za and Xenor 
Projects will be formalised to reach earlier-stage 
grantees still building their first digital foundations.

South Africa's local and community news sector is under sustained financial pressure, and outlets like the ones in this report are often the last credible source of 

information in the communities they serve. DNTF's model, tiered funding matched to real organisational capacity, paired with training, mentorship and rigorous 

reporting, is showing early, tangible results just six months in.
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Thank you
For more information about the Digital News Transformation Fund, or to discuss partnership and 

investment opportunities, please contact Tshikululu Social Investments at dntf@tshikululu.org.za.

Digital News Transformation Fund: www.dntfund.org.za

Administered by Tshikululu Social Investments

A partnership between Google and the Association of Independent Publishers
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