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At the beginning of September 2004, after more than a year of unsuccessful negotiations on a collective agreement that would regulate the legal and social status of professional journalists, the union of Slovenian journalists announced a general strike. The Slovenian Chamber of Commerce, one of the signatories of the collective agreement, withdrew from negotiations in 1998 thus not only cutting off further talks but also negating the validity of the existing agreement. One month later, on October 3, 2004, the day of parliamentary elections, the journalists went on a general strike. RTV Slovenia, a public service radio and television, broadcast only the statements by the strike committee and essential information on the election results supplied by the election board. Delo, a national daily, featured the following message on its front page: “Slovenian journalists are aware of the right of the public to be informed. Precisely because of that awareness, we are committed to professional and responsible journalism that is not in the service of any particular interest (…) In order to ensure these standards, journalists, too, are entitled to the protection of their legal and social status. Therefore, we are asking (readers) for your understanding and support.” Of the 16 pages in total, 15 were filled with advertisements. The strike was joined by journalists working for Dnevnik, Večer, the Slovenian Press Agency and two local radio stations, meaning mainly media outlets whose major owner is the state. While strikers referred to the constitutional “right to strike,” those who did not join (commercial radio and television stations and a daily newspaper whose 50% owner is a Swedish company) referred to the “constitutional right to work.” Of the media that did not join the strike, the majority were those that do not have union members among their staff i.e. they do not employ journalists on regular basis but under individual contracts. The strike lasted three days; negotiations were renewed and the owners calculated the “damage” caused by the strike. Marketing departments of the media that went on strike issued apologies to the readers/listeners/viewers for “inconveniences.” On November 6, 2004, Paris saw similar protests, calling for free information, quality and pluralism in media. “We note with increasing concern how media concentration is intensifying in France where a handful of owners control the major media and where politicians are not just passive, but complicit in the procrss”, said Arne Köning the chairman of the European Federation of Journalists. “Sadly, the situation is similar in many other European countries”.

To speak about media concentration and media pluralism today means primarily to speak about democracy. In line with Robespierre’s statement, “Freedom of the press is inseparable from freedom of expression; both are sacred like nature; freedom is necessary as is society.  (…) Freedom of the press must be complete and unlimited, or it does not exist,
  one could say that there is no democracy without freedom of expression and freedom of the press. Yet the terms democracy, freedom, equality, solidarity and the like have almost disappeared from public debates. 

Today, pressure on journalists and media freedom is usually more subtle and exerted on a daily basis. Censorship is no longer imposed with an iron fist but in gloves. Journalists’ salaries are miserable while their workload doubled in the past five years. Many journalists are not organized in trade unions or cannot establish these; there are no collective agreements and increasingly more journalists work under contract without any social security arrangements; media companies employ journalists with no adequate qualifications whose formal status is ambiguous so they can be held at bay. To speak about media markets today without clearly defining the role of the media in the democracy development process, means to neglect the key problems confronted by the media (and journalists) working in the “West” and the “East” alike. The project “Media Ownership And Its Impact On Media Independence And Pluralism,” that was concluded in June 2004 with the publication of the report on media situations in eighteen European countries (Albania, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Czech Republic, Montenegro, Estonia, Croatia, Kosovo, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Macedonia, Moldavia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Serbia in Slovenia) exposed some common traits of media operation in these countries and drew attention to certain trends that threaten freedom of expression. Many reports in this book alert us to a threat to pluralism posed by media concentration, a problem that is present in all European countries. 

My answer on the question how big  a threat to pluralism and independence is  media concentration is simple – very big.  Media concentration issue is closely related to media ownership issue. So start with that. Why media ownership should necessarily be regulated? Why is it necessary to introduce certain restrictions? Because the owners could – since mere possibility is dangerous enough – they could influence media content. Their motives may be political, ideological, personal or commercial, but the result is just the same. That is the reason why the plurality of opinion cannot be left exclusively to market regulation. The market in the role of a regulator regulates media in the way that it serves the interests of corporations and not those of citizens. It is true that the owners’ influence cannot be regulated through content regulation. The rules prescribing the mandatory proportions of specific contents, independent production and unbiased approach can apply exclusively to those contents present in the media, but those contents that will never appear in the media because they are not in harmony with the media owner’s interests remain out of their reach. The diversity of content begs for the presence of various owners, meaning that media pluralism can be ensured only through the plurality of ownership. And this is the segment in which there is no political will to allow nation states or the EU to deal with the issues of media concentration.

It was precisely the issue of media concentration which provoked the strongest clashes of opinions and interests of the EP and the European Commission in last 15 years. From the and of 80s the Parliament consistently advocates media freedom based on pluralism.  In its 1990s resolution on media takeovers and mergers
, EP placed special emphasis on restrictions explaining that »restrictions on concentration are essential in the media sector, not only for economic reasons but also, and above all, as a means of guaranteeing a variety of information and freedom of the press«. This standpoint was reaffirmed in the 1994 resolution by the EP in which it invited the Commission to propose a directive regulating both the ownership structure and the content of this cultural industry at a pan-European level.  The EP considered media pluralism as »an essential element in the construction of the European Union in accordance with the requirements of democracy (EP, 1994: §N).
 In the opinion of the European Parliament, the strengthening of competition among the European media should be accompanied by the strengthening of the economic and cultural pluralism in this field. 
The Commission’s opinion in several documents was almost completely opposite to that advocated by the European Parliament: the EU intervention in the field of media ownership can be justified only by the aim to ensure efficient operation of the internal market (the area to which the Commission’s authority extends) and NOT by the aim to protect pluralism (this is an area that would be left to local regulation rules).

In 2003 the issue of media concentration and pluralism was again placed on the EP’s and Commission’s agenda with the arguments remaining practically the same. In the Report on the situation of human rights in the EU, in the part referring to the media, the European Parliament expressed its concerns regarding threats to media freedom and pluralism arising from media concentration. In his White Paper on services of general interest, Commission (again) clearly defined its position regarding media pluralism issue. “Concerning media pluralism, the public consultations highlighted that, in the light of the differences that exist accorss the Member States, the issue should be left to the Member States at this point in time. The Commission concurs and concludes that at present it would not be appripriate to submit a Community initiative on pluralism”.

The reasearch we did shows that there is an urgent need to adopt a Community Directive on pluralism. You, members of EP, representatives of us European citizens could put this issue on the agenda in public debate. Media pluralism initiative is not a question of a “good will” of media industry or Commission but is my and yours, fundamental right.     

Let me briefly focus on some key problems related to question of media concentration and media ownership in new EU Member States.

Ill-defined regulations 

One would expect that the change of political system would have prompted rapid changes in media legislation. But the reality was different. The adoption of new media legislation proved to be a long process and, more importantly, the legislators lacked vision as to how this area should be regulated. This can be partly attributed to the historical reasons such as the experience of  restrictive legislation in the past through which every organizational aspect and the content of the media were controlled, and the role the media (as representatives of civil society) played in political changes. In fact, there was a very short period of time in which the public interest was not in conflict with that of the state. As a result, the opinion that the newly acquired freedom of expression must not be limited by restrictive media legislation prevailed in most of these countries. Public debates were based on the assumption that media legislation  was not necessary at all, that is to say, that the media should be left to be freely regulated by an ideologically and politically “neutral” market (as the media market was seen at that time). Therefore, most of these countries intervened in the media sphere only when the effects of market forces became manifest. Unfortunately, this intervention came too late.

The oscillation between the two poles, i.e. strict regulation and deregulation (liberalization), was best demonstrated by repeated amendments of the existing laws. In Bulgaria, for example, the 1998 Law on Radio and Television was amended nine times – twice in 1999, once in 2000, three times in 2001, twice in 2002 and once in 2003. 

When speaking of the difficulties experienced by these countries, we should not overlook the fact that they were unprepared for the new conditions created by political change and that this caused an additional problem. Some countries gave in to the conviction that media laws were not needed at all, while in others media laws turned out to be a mixture of provisions and solutions employed by “comparable” European countries. Nor were various European institutions any better prepared for this situation. From their perspective, the post socialist countries looked like a kind of uniform “eastern system.” However, while it is true that the vast majority of these countries shared a communist or socialist past, their social systems were radically different in practice, as were their law and media systems, and ultimately, their new governments and the pace of media democratisation. 

Privatization 
In most of these countries, privatisation began spontaneously, to be regulated by the state only at a later stage. Eventually, media were either sold off or ended in the hands of the state or various state funds, or, to put it differently, in countries in which media were socially-owned, they were turned from state-controlled into state-owned media through the privatisation process. This is the situation in Slovenia.

Many instances of media privatization were actually “institutionalized” forms of corruption. On the other hand, those journalists who did acquire shares in the media sold off their shareholdings over time. 

Pressure on public service broadcasters 

In most countries, each newly elected government first embarks on amending the legislation that regulates public service broadcasting. During the transformation process, those formerly public institutions have to cope with various sorts of crisis – financial, organizational and identity crisis, as well as an extremely strong competition from the commercial sector. Political pressure relating to news programs has not stopped, and sometimes it takes the form of demands for a live coverage of parliamentary sessions. 

Media markets

When comparing media markets in post socialist countries, we do not compare just markets of different sizes, but primarily the markets offering essentially different conditions for media operation. In certain countries, data on media business operation are not transparent -  there is either no central register of companies, or data on ownership stakes supplied by media companies are not checked, or circulation figures are not available, even though publishers are bound by law to present this data (in some countries even circulation data are treated as a business secret), or there are no independent surveys of readership or audience shares. 

Yet despite these differences, it is possible to identify certain common denominators. Most of these markets are small and fragmented, hosting a great number of media, particularly broadcast media, or there are parallel markets divided along linguistic lines. Another feature shared by these markets is the existence of close links between the largest and the most influential media, on the one hand, and local owners of capital and political parties, on the other. This, especially, makes urgent the need to have transparent ownership data. Public access to data about media owners and their business and political links enables citizens to freely form opinion on the editorial policy of a specific media outlet. Unfortunately, data on ownership stakes cannot reveal other potential forms of corporate linkage between companies that are not officially related or merged, although it is precisely these informal links (ones that are not listed in any register) that may suggest conflict of interest or, indirectly, the editorial dependence of a media outlet.

Local media markets within these countries constitute a special kind of problem. These markets suffer most serious consequences of media concentration and of the interplay of economic, political and media power concentrated in the hands of a single owner. Local media markets are particularly sensitive to various kinds of external pressures. Owing to the limited advertising potential (and local advertisers are also local entrepreneurs and politicians) and dependence on advertising money, it is primarily journalists working for local media who are exposed to strong pressure.

Private media outlets are frequently not seen as business undertakings but exclusively as tools for achieving economic or political power. So, for example, those companies whose chairmen or executive directors are close to governmental circles or political parties, place their advertisements with the media that support government policy. This politics-friendly advertising artificially keeps alive certain publications that would never be able to survive on their own without such political backup.

We have already said that media markets are not primarily driven by economic motives. A relatively large number of daily newspapers were launched with the intention of securing certain political interests. Hungary has four political dailies. According to industry analysts, the Hungarian market can sustain only two titles: the centre-left Népszabadság (49.97 percent owned by Ringier A.B., 17.68 percent by Bertelsmann A.G. and 26.5 percent by Free Press Foundation) and the centre-right Magyar Nemzet (its major owner is a Hungarian citizen who is also its editor in chief).   

Parallel media markets

Some countries have separate, parallel media markets controlled by foreign countries and divided along linguistic lines. Parallel markets operate as part of the internal market or, in some cases, they appear as a special form of media “intrusion” from another (neighbouring) country. The Moldavian media market is divided into the Romanian language and Russian language markets. The Komsomoliskaia pravda Moldova is an eight-page publication inserted in a periodical published in Moscow and distributed in Moldova. The Russian radio stations in Moldova (inform the Moldavian audience about the weather forecast for the Moscow region, decisions of Russian leaders, books published in Moscow which the Moldavians cannot buy, … and even about traffic jams on Moscow streets.”
 However, the audience for these radio stations consists of citizens of Moldova, many of whom have never been to Moscow or will never go to Moscow. Newspaper supplements and insertions as well as radio and television programs broadcast by foreign television stations and re-transmitted in the home country, are characteristic features of the Moldavian parallel media system. But the polarization of the Moldavian media market into Romanian and Russian language markets has another consequence too: it obscures the presence of other ethnic minorities that remain unheard and invisible. In some countries (e.g. Kosovo), the existence of parallel (language) markets cannot be said to promote pluralism, but the effect is just the opposite: exclusion, or media ghettoisation, of other ethnic minorities. Media in certain countries depend on foreign donations and international aid. This is a special kind of donors-supported market in which certain donors are exclusively interested in the profitability of their donations/investments.

Advertising market 

Advertising market is dominated by big advertisers whose majority owner is the state. In some countries it is the relations between advertisers and media that are problematic. The Polish  Managing Board of the Chamber of Press Publishers condemned in November 2003 the attempts of advertisers to influence the editorial policy of one media outlet. Advertisers frequently exert pressure on editors by threatening to withdraw their advertisements if the media refuse to publish favourable articles about their work or products. The practice in Romania is just the opposite: media coerce advertisers. For example, one of the largest daily newspapers in Romania offers advertising space at two rates – a lower price for an ordinary advertisement and a higher price for an article not marked as an advertisement. To be more precise, a full page advertisement costs EUR 1,4000 and an “advertising story” EUR 3,190. Of course, it is journalists who are asked to write such article-advertisements.  This practice even provoked an intervention by the International Advertising Association, which accused the Romanian media of blackmailing international corporations advertising their products in Romania by asking for payment in order not to feature unfavourable articles about these corporations. Some Romanian advertisers pay money to those media critical of strong institutions, but do not place their advertisements in these media out of the fear of being associated with their critical attitude. Covert advertising and PR articles are not typical of Romania only, but are also present in other countries covered in this book, for example, Hungary, Slovakia (despite the Press Watch, a weblog monitoring the main Slovak print media) and Slovenia, where there is an ongoing Media Watch project including a Media Watch journal, book series, leaflets, panel discussions and a web page.

Incestuous relationships between politicians and media owners 

Close interconnection of media, political and economic capital (sometimes in the hands of one person) is a common feature of EU member states as well as the eighteen countries included in this study. New media owners are former politicians or individuals with clear affiliations with political parties. Former politicians, ambassadors and ministers, that is to say, people with political capital, sit on the management boards of media companies. 

Pressure on editorial boards, ethics, PR journalism and corruption 
In a survey conducted in Poland, more than 40 percent of respondents stated that their journalistic freedom was restricted through “pressure exerted by owners, editors in chief, stations, and direct supervisors.” Many media owners in Albania, Bulgaria, Macedonia and Romania are also owners of large companies involved in other businesses unrelated to the media industry, and many were politically active in the past or are currently involved in politics. Needless to say, media operating in such environments are frequently exploited for the promotion of business or political goals of their owners, or for black PR when it comes to their business competitors or political opponents. Many of these media survive only thanks to external funding, i.e. funds provided through other businesses. Their owners cover their losses and keep these media alive only in order to secure mouthpieces that will promote their economic and business goals and help them fight their competitors. This phenomenon of media division between competing economic and political groups is not unknown to Latvia either, or to the Czech Republic where two television companies protect the economic interests of their significant owners in such a way that they do not cover events which throw unfavourable light on their owners. Moldova exhibits another phenomenon i.e. “independent sponsored media.” Although sponsoring may account for as much as 30 percent of the total revenue, the relationship with the sponsor is not publicly known, so it may be described as »hidden ownership«. 

Conclusion

This was a glance at the East. I suppose that all of you who come from the West would agree that the western media space is not immune to various forms of conflict of interest and pressure from media owners. And what can the West see at the East? It can see the mirror image of its own experience. I would not like to elaborate on the case of Italy, even though it is precisely the “case of Italy” that various governments of Eastern countries often use as an argument when fighting against the introduction of democratic changes in the media field. 
I have already pointed out that media systems in the countries covered in our study differ among themselves. However, certain development trends are common to all, and these alert us to the fact that media concentration is one area that deserves special attention.

1. Legislation regulating media concentration

Media concentration has an impact on the pluralism of media content. Media legislation should include provisions stipulating restrictions of concentration. Experience shows that the application of general competition legislation alone is insufficient, since these laws do not take into account the special role of media in society – the creation of space for public debate.

2. Transparency of media ownership data 

Publicly accessible data about media owners enable citizens to freely decide whether conflict of interest is involved in specific cases. Transparent data further prevent the holders of political and economic power from abusing media for the promotion of their own interests.

3. Active intervention by the state with the aim of ensuring media pluralism 

Restrictive measures are just one mechanism of ensuring media pluralism. The state should practice active policies in this field in order to support content that would otherwise be unable to »survive« on the media market. These subsidies should be allocated on the basis of precisely formulated and clear criteria. It is particularly vital to prevent a situation in which the state would exploit this channel in order to exert pressure on the media that are critical of the government. 

4. Support for public service media 

Public service media in most of these countries are experiencing a crisis that is the result of insufficient funds and continual interference from the state with their operation, or simply of the lack of political will to transform the former state-run media into public service media.

4. Independent sources of circulation figures, readership, viewing and listening shares 

Clearly presented and credible data on the circulation of print media, reading, viewing and listening shares are an important resource for all market players, state agencies that formulate their media policies on the basis of this information, as well as media employees, researchers and citizens.

5. Regulatory and self-regulatory mechanism for ensuring editorial independence 

Legislation should stipulate the kinds of mechanisms that should be developed by the media in order to ensure editorial independence. These mechanisms should be elaborated on the level of individual media groups or media companies.

6. Regulatory and self-regulatory mechanisms aimed at preventing the abuse of journalism and media in order to achieve political and economic goals 

Legislation, internal acts and codes of ethics should include principles and mechanisms for the prevention and sanctioning of the attempts to use media as instruments for achieving political and economic goals. The codes adopted by journalists’ associations do not fully satisfy this requirement, since these provisions should be binding for publishers and owners as well. The mechanisms for lodging complaints and judging these complaints should also be enhanced in such a way that they include journalists, publishers and the public as equal participants.

6. Strengthening of professional and media monitoring organizations, including publishers and media watchdogs that ensure clarity of the spheres of interest and enable dialogue

It is necessary to enhance the organization, material standing and staffing of non-governmental media organizations with clearly delimited spheres of work. These organizations should cooperate, reach agreements, discuss and lead negotiations regarding the interests that they represent. Their common goal should be the achievement of a modern, clear, and successful media operation that serves the interest of the public.

7. Clear and stable relations between employers and employees in the media industry through collective agreements on the national level, in-house agreements and individual contracts. 

Journalistic profession has an influential role in every society, one that is important in securing freedom of expression and in exercising the right to receive and disseminate opinion and information. But the quality and professionalism of journalists and other media professionals is importantly influenced by social conditions of work within the media industry. Therefore, the achievement of orderly social conditions in which media professionals are able to perform their work undisturbed is in the interest of society as a whole. Such clarity and stability of social conditions should be achieved through agreements which employers and employees should be obliged by law to conclude.
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