Michael Klehm

Western standards, western failures

The last speaker, Granville Williams, in 2003 published for the European Federation of Journalists a study with the title “Eastern Empires – Foreign Ownership in Central and eastern European Media”, which offers a very impressive view on the impact  of globalisation on European media by focusing on the question of media ownership within the now enlarged European Union. Since 2003 the market position of western European media companies in the Central and Eastern European countries, most of them now being member of the EU has become much stronger.
The study analyzed the growing domination of the media markets in the CEE countries by foreign media groups and tried to describe the risks of this process for media diversity and pluralism in the CEE countries. In very short chapter the study tackles the impact of media concentration for the labour relation and states that there is the danger that western companies do not pay enough attention to the labour enviroment of the journalists and other media staff when they aquire newspapers in CEE countries.
In most of the old memberstates a concentration of ownership in the print industry like in some of the CEE countries wouldn´t be legaly possible in regard to the relevant national legislation.
From the study we also learned that beside some American investments most of the main investors are media groups from Germany, Scandinavia and Switzerland, all countries with a long history in social dialoque.
It is interesting to know that the EFJ in 2002 published a study with the title “European Best Practice Survey – Working Conditions of Journalists in the Newspaper Sector”. The survey was based on information by EJF member organisations drawn from collective and inhouse agreement as well as from national labour legislation and it was meant to give an overwiev of best practise examples from the newspaper industrie in regard to the social dialoque. 
From the result of the report it was clear that also in the media sector and specifically in the press sector profound changes were taking place and that the social dialoque in regard to the fact of falling advertisement revenues and other economic problems has become more difficult than ever before. But social dialoque was and is still in place and functioning. 
Interesting enough is the fact that most of the best pratices example which can be found in the study where taken from Germany, Switzerland and Scandinavia. It is very clear that there is still a tradition of a long practised social dialogue in the media industries with results that could serve as model also for the CEE countries.  The items of the study deal with among others the regulations on working time, holiday, pension systems and training. All of the erxamples could be easily used as the western standards, because there is the proof that working conditions can be regulated by the socialpartners themselves. 
When the EFJ undertook the study, the framework conditions were quite different from today. Optimism to continue to strive for better working conditions in Western Europe is now being gradually replaced by prudent realism and the need to defend current conditions. Collective agreements are not static, they must be further developed in the interest of the working conditions of the journalists
The survey was also done to assist unions in the new memberstates to negotiate on behalf of their members for better working conditions. Though many of the EFJ affiliates in the CEE countries are still not able to negotiate collective agreements and often do not even have the partners from the employers’ side to negotiate with, one good examples exists. 
The Trade Union of Croatian Journalists (TUCJ) negotiated a land mark agreement with Europapressholding (EPH), the biggest newspaper company in Croatia.. The collective agreement is very significant for the region, because EPH is 50 percent owned by the German media giant Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung (WAZ).
For the time being the only positive example with have in the region. If we have close look at the figures of Granville Williams you will find that the WAZ has a very dominant market position in this area, in the last two years it became even stronger because WAZ acquired some newspapers in the former Yugoslavia.
But what is the reality in the new memberstatates and especialy in media companies which are owned by western European players.
I would like to give you some examples for what I would like to call western failures.

Let me start with the social dialogue, which as I mentioned earlier is still a tradition in the old memberstates. And we have to keep in our mind that western media companies started to enter the markets of most CEE countries more than 10 years ago and that the new memberstates implementet the EU legislation into their national law.
Trade unions of journalists exist in every new memberstate, the have their structures in most of the media companies on the spot. But does this also mean that they are having social dialogue on a national or local level with their counterparts? 
Unfortunately this is not the case and we know from our colleagues in most of the new memberstates that – with the already mentioned exceptions – none of the western players is willing to start social dialoque with them for the time being. This applies for the company level and the national level, because employer’s organisations which take care of the social responsibility are not yet founded or not willing to take the issue up. It is frustating to see that the organisations are willing and ready to bargain for the benfit of their members and are taking their social responsibility serious and not having an interested counterpart.
Social dialoque sometimes seems to be a one-way-street; employers are imposing working and payment conditions without consulting trade unions or the workers representative on the companylevel. The individual journalist mostly has no other chance than to sign what is offered by the employer. By this new payment systems are introduced which are not known in the old memberstates at all and were not been kwon in this countries before. We know  of newspapers owned by western parent companies which do employ only the editor-in-chief, all other journalist are employed as a new kind of freelance, they work like staffmembers but are paid by lineage and out of the selling of advertising for their newspaper. These journalists do not have any kind of social protection at all.
With the arrival of western media companies a new phenoma also entered the labour market in most of the CEE countries, this is the freelance journalists. Freelance journalism was not known in most of the countries as a regular model of the profession. The number of freelance journalists is not only one of the fastest growing sectors in the profession in most of all old memberstates but for time being also in the new ones. There is one big difference: in the new memberstates most freelance journalists were forced to start as freelance because they were dismissed from their fultimejobs. Social protection for them does not exist.
Recently a Hungarian newspaper was bought by a Swiss company, was closed three weeks later and than sold to the journalists working for the title. The only reason for this was just to  

Throw out the newspaper from the market in favour of another owned by the same company.
A journalist who committs that he is a member of a journalist’s trade union is sometimes threatened with his dismissal.  To start a trade union branch at a newspaper is normaly not very much appreciated by local managers and leads to the the same. The EJF could add a lot of similar examples to this list. 
Most of the above described labour conditions are violations of international labour legislation and of existing EU law. A western failure.
It would be naïve to ask for the same payment system like for example in Germany for all outlets of a German media company abroad but it seems not naïve to aks for appropriate working and payment conditions which take into account the national situation and the economic data of the individual company. Nothing more is the aim of EFJ member organisation in the new memberstate.
And it cannot be denied that unfair working and payment conditions have a direct influence on the quality of media. Only journalists who work under proper conditions can contribute to the important social, cultural, political and democratic role of the media for the benefit of democracy.
It seems to be very clear that the future of the model of social dialogue is not certain in the CEE countries. What we learn from our colleagues in the CEE countries is that the attacks on the European social values, on which most of the successes in the recent history of the EU are based, are intensified and that there are strong demands for more labour flexibility (see here for example the discussion on the revision of the working time directive) and deregulation of labour rights. At the same time the fight for secure jobs and for guaranteed rights at work are especially one of the mainstream concerns of our colleagues in the CEE countries. 
In connection with the risks of media concentration for diversity and pluralism of the media the question of appropriate and fair working conditions and relations should not be underestimated.
· Journalists and other media employees need decent working and payment conditions to be able to play their part in role of the media as watchdog of society.
· It is necessary to stop and to eliminate double standards existing in multinational companies, regardless of the country.

· Western media companies should be obliged to respect and actively support the right of collective bargaining in their outlets in the new memberstates.
· The culture of social dialogue should be promoted especialy in the new memberstates for the benefit of a proper functioning of the internal market.
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