
 
DIGITAL NEWS TRANSFORMATION FUND 

CALL FOR PROPOSALS 
SECOND FUNDING WINDOW 

1. Introduction and Purpose 

The Digital News Transformation Fund is a R114 million initiative by Google in partnership 
with the Association of Independent Publishers supporting the sustainability, innovation 
and digital transformation of small, local and independent news publishers in South Africa. 

The Fund promotes public-interest journalism, strengthens digital capacity and advances 
transformation, equity and inclusion across the sector. It supports both for-profit and non-
profit entities where activities align with its public-benefit mandate. 

This second funding window invites eligible publishers, collectives and ecosystem 
organisations to apply for support across three grant tiers: Build, Grow and Engage. A new 
Ignite grant category now also sits within the Build category. 

The Fund is administered by Tshikululu Social Investments and governed by an 
independent Oversight and Advisory Board, with funding decisions made by an 
independent Adjudication Committee in line with an approved scoring matrix. 

2. Funding Tiers and Grant Amounts 

Applications may be submitted by individual organisations or collectives of eligible 
publishers. Multi-year funding is permitted, subject to annual review and availability of 
funds. 

Ignite 

Target: Early-stage or digitally nascent publishers who need structured support before 
accessing larger grants. 

Objective: To equip early stage and digitally nascent publishers with the foundational 
systems, skills, and strategic clarity required to begin a sustainable digital transition. 

Funding amount: R100,000 for short-term readiness support and structured planning. 

Build 

Target: Publishers with little or no online presence. 

Objective: To establish a solid digital foundation and strengthen operational sustainability. 



 
Funding amount: Up to R380,000 per year. 

Grow 

Target: Publishers with a basic digital publishing product. 

Objective: To expand reach, strengthen digital capability and build diversified revenue 
streams. 

Funding amount: Up to R950,000 per year. 

Engage 

Target: Digitally mature publishers or collectives. 

Objective: To invest in advanced, scalable innovations that improve reach, engagement 
and business models. 

Funding amount: Up to R1,900,000 per year. 

3. Funding Focus Areas 

Projects must demonstrate clear alignment with the DNTF’s strategic objectives. 

Priority focus areas include: 

• Digital infrastructure and platform development 

• Adoption and ethical integration of GenAI and automation tools 

• Audience development and engagement strategies 

• Revenue diversification including reader revenue and advertising innovation 

• Fact-checking initiatives to combat mis- and disinformation 

• Leadership, governance and digital skills development 

• Shared services and collaborative models 

• Vernacular and community-focused content development 

All projects must promote original public-interest journalism and demonstrate editorial 
independence. 

4. Who Can Apply 



 
Applicants must meet the eligibility criteria set out in the Funding Policy. 

Eligible applicants must: 

• Be a legally registered South African entity or have a formal fiscal host arrangement 

• Be subscriber members of the Press Council of South Africa in good standing 

• Be a micro, small or medium independent media outlet focused on original public-
interest journalism, or an organisation supporting the news ecosystem 

• Have a digital news focus or intent to develop a digital product 

• Have fewer than one million unique monthly users, or meet the specific exception 
criteria 

• Demonstrate tax compliance 

• Commit to monitoring, evaluation and reporting requirements 

Applications from collectives, ecosystem organisations and service providers are permitted 
where the beneficiaries meet the eligibility criteria. 

5. Who Is Ineligible 

The following are not eligible for funding: 

• Content aggregators 

• General-interest magazines without public-interest content 

• Broadcasting services 

• Consultants applying in a private capacity where beneficiaries do not meet 
eligibility criteria 

• Publishers benefiting from Google News Showcase agreements 

• Political parties or candidates 

• Activities promoting political propaganda 

• Retrospective funding requests 

• Projects implemented outside South Africa unless beneficiaries are South African-
based 



 
• Organisations unable to demonstrate minimum governance and financial controls 

6. Examples of Permitted Funding Activities 

Depending on tier, examples include: 

Build 

• Website and CMS development 

• Connectivity solutions 

• Entry-level analytics and SEO setup 

• Digital skills training 

• Foundational AI tool adoption 

Grow 

• CRM integration and membership funnels 

• Newsletter, podcast or video expansion 

• Advanced analytics dashboards 

• Revenue pilots 

• Governance and data strategy development 

Engage 

• Shared advertising networks 

• AI-driven personalisation engines 

• Reader revenue innovation 

• Sector-wide collaboration platforms 

Ignite 

• Basic digital publishing workflow setup 

• Foundational analytics setup and performance tracking frameworks 

• Digital maturity assessments and capability audits 



 
• Development of a practical digital transformation roadmap 

• Business model and revenue readiness planning 

• Governance, financial controls and compliance strengthening 

• Audience development fundamentals and platform strategy 

• Structured mentorship and readiness workshops 

• Implementation planning  

Funding will not cover activities already completed or costs covered by another donor. 

7. How to Apply 

Applications must be submitted via the official DNTF Google Forms application link during 
the open application window. 

The application process follows a two-phase structure: 

Phase 1: Light touch – no document uploads 
Phase 2: Full application by invitation only 

During Phase 2, applicants must upload all required supporting documentation, including 
governance documents, tax compliance PIN, Press Council membership confirmation and 
relevant financial documentation as specified in the Funding Policy. 

Incomplete applications will not proceed to adjudication. 

8. Evaluation Process and Criteria 

All applications are independently scored by the Adjudication Committee using a standard 
100-point matrix aligned to the Funding Policy. 

Criteria include: 

• Alignment with DNTF objectives 

• Innovation and use of technology 

• Feasibility and readiness 

• Sustainability and revenue potential 

• Organisational capacity and governance 

https://forms.gle/UTPhL6Zyt1kMws9f7


 
• Audience reach and engagement 

• Equity, diversity and inclusion impact 

• Impact and learning potential 

Funding recommendations are submitted to the Oversight and Advisory Board for 
ratification. 

All conflict-of-interest disclosures are managed in accordance with the DNTF Conflict of 
Interest Policy. 

9. Key Dates 

The second funding window will follow the published timeline: 

Phase 1 Opens: 16 February 
Phase 1 Closes: 1 March 

Adjudication Committee Review of Phase 1: Week of 9 March 

Phase 2 Opens: 16 March 
Phase 2 Closes: 5 April 

Late submissions will not be accepted. 

For more information, visit https://dntfund.org.za. 

For technical queries during the application period, email dntf@tshikululu.org.za. 
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