
DT\699878EN.doc PE398.617v01-00

EN EN

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
2004 










 2009

Committee on Culture and Education

19.12.2007

WORKING DOCUMENT
on Concentration and pluralism in the media in the European Union

Committee on Culture and Education

Rapporteur: Marianne Mikko



PE398.617v01-00 2/6 DT\699878EN.doc

EN

Introduction

Media freedom and pluralism are vital for democracy, given their essential role in 
guaranteeing free expression of opinions and ideas and in contributing to peoples’ effective 
participation in the democratic process.
The European Parliament has shown continual concern for the defence and the promotion of 
media pluralism, as an essential pillar of the right to information and freedom of expression 
enshrined in Article 11 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which remain fundamental 
principles in preserving democracy. 
Plurality of information from a wide variety of sources, as well as access to a wide range of 
high quality information, are the prerequisites for democratic communication in an open and 
democratic society. 

European citizens are not only entitled to have guaranteed access to independent, objective 
and impartial information but also to a wide choice of other high-quality content. 

As the Commission underlines in its working paper1 the notion of media pluralism cannot be 
limited to the problem of media ownership concentration. Various issues arise when 
discussing the question, which include public service broadcasting, political power, economic 
competition, cultural diversity, development of new technology and transparency as well as 
working conditions of journalists in the EU. 
One the most recurrent questions stemming from these issues is what should be the EU’s role 
in assuring media pluralism. Discussions on pluralism lead us therefore to a consideration of 
the broader question of the model of the European Union, a discussion of the type of 
European society we are trying to build, of the values it should be committed to and of the 
legacy we would like to leave for future generations. 

This working document will explore the different aspects relating to these various questions, 
and aims to demonstrate the current obstacles to the protection of media pluralism.

EU competences in media pluralism

The EU competence to act on media pluralism is confined to the area of competition law. 
However, the financial scale of activities directed at vertical and horizontal concentration of 
media ownership in the most new member states of the EU does not extend to the point where 
EU competition law would apply.
The media is not only a business but also an ideological and political tool of considerable 
influence.  A case could therefore be made for greater EU and international involvement.
We should consider creating a charter for media freedom and strive for its Europe-wide and 
indeed global acceptance and ratification. There is a need to monitor systems for media 
pluralism based on robust, reliable and impartial indicators.

Additionally, ways must be found to convey strong messages from Member States and EU 

                                               
1 SEC(2007)32
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authorities where improvement is needed, such as instituting a dedicated independent media 
ombudsman accountable only to the public interest.

Media concentration in Europe

Despite the progress of new information technologies, television remains a most influential 
source of information for European citizens. Viewers now have hundreds of channels at their 
disposal. As new formats such as Mobile TV as well as new channels made available by the 
digital switchover develop, there are now endless possibilities for the display of wide variety 
of content. 

However the greater quantity available has not lead to an increase in quality. Instead there has 
been a noticeable drop in the quality of content throughout the EU, most notably and seriously 
in news reporting, TV throughout Europe becoming less informative and more sensationalist.
Concentration of ownership has resulted in a lower quality of content. The current drop in 
quality of programmes is most noticeable in Member States where there is a high 
concentration of media ownership.

The most powerful corporations are able to use the scalability of their business models to 
displace the possible new entrants. New and high-quality providers will find it hard to 
compete against the content cheaply recycled from other markets, other channels and from the 
archives of a big company.

Thus the proliferation of the new channels may simply increase the power of a few 
corporations, solely concerned with profit maximisation.

Currently, the situation differs significantly from one EU Member State to another.
Countries like Italy, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden demonstrate high degrees of 
media concentration. The case of Italy is particularly striking with its duopoly based on RAI 
and Mediaset, which share the market on an almost equal basis.

On the other hand, some countries like the UK have lesser degrees of concentration. UK in 
particular has imposed an the obligation for public service broadcasters to provide a properly 
balanced service consisting of a wide range of subject matter and to serve the tastes and needs 
of people of different ages and backgrounds.

The developments in the media markets of the new Member states raise very serious 
concerns. In some countries such as Hungary or Estonia there is a very high rate of foreign 
ownership in the television sector. Furthermore - the ownership of the mass media is not 
sufficiently transparent for the citizens and consumers.

This increasing trend, if not subject to regulation, will pose a threat to pluralism, democracy 
and cultural diversity in the EU.

Impact of new technologies and digital switchover on media 

Mismanaged digitalisation may enable leading commercial players to further erode pluralism 
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and diversity, as well as to displace high quality content available from public service 
broadcasting.

The increase in the number of channels and media platforms was not seen as something that 
would necessarily improve media pluralism or improve quality of content. The main risk lies 
in an overflow of commercial channels with the same uniform and formulaic content, 
designed to make as much profit as possible.

New audiovisual technologies should, above all, be used to secure media pluralism and 
deliver high-quality programmes to an increasing number of citizens.

The EU and its Member States must take account of social, cultural and political factors in 
order to safeguard media pluralism and promote cultural and linguistic diversity. 

The role of public service broadcasters and community media

To make room for the production and distribution of a high-quality and diverse television 
service, public service broadcasters should enjoy a number of resources and instruments to
guarantee them a genuine independence from political pressure as well as from market forces. 

However, public service broadcasters today are unjustifiably and misguidedly pushed into the 
competition for market share with commercial channels, which have in general few or no 
obligations towards the public. 
In order to compete with commercial channels public channels have unnecessarily been 
forced to follow suit in 'dumbing down' their content. In many Member States the situation is 
critical. In Poland and Hungary, for example, public service TV's market share dropped from 
80% to 20% between 1997 and 2003.

It is therefore essential to find a better and more efficient way to regulate media and to 
provide sufficient resources to promote and ensure a high-quality of public-service TV that 
could counterbalance the supremacy of commercial channels and to make high quality 
programmes widely available.

The competition between public and private sector has had the opposite effect to what 
conventional liberal theory would suggest. Such a competition has not led to an increase in 
quality of public service broadcast. The current trend in the vast majority of all Member 
States is towards an absence or serious lack of diversity, with commercialisation of content, 
trivialisation, misinformation, sensationalism and cheap and uniform entertainment.

It is therefore essential to reinforce the role of public services as pillars for the maintenance of 
media pluralism, democratic dialogue, and access for all citizens to high-quality content, 
ensuring them independence and autonomy with sufficient funding.

Public services broadcasters should earn a better and more visible place in the EU media 
landscape not by competing for the market share and advertising revenues but by providing a 
wide choice of original productions and programmes which are not normally provided by 
private broadcasters. Public broadcasters should be instrumental in developing pluralism, 
innovation and variety of content with high ethical and quality standards as well as impartial 
and independent news, information and comment.
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Community media, such as public access channels, newspapers and other content published 
for instance by students for student newspaper or radio, should be treated as a part of public 
service and subsidised by the public where necessary. 
At the same time, a satisfactory answer must be found to the question of advertising on such 
channels. On the one hand, publication of advertising for local services and businesses might 
be regarded as a public service. Therefore subsidised rates for commercial messages from 
eligible businesses should be tolerated. On the other hand, care should be taken not to 
undermine the advertising revenues of the professional journalism.

The utilisation of user-generated content

Especially the publications aimed at entertaining the mass market customer are increasingly 
using the content generated by their readers and viewers. Videos and pictures from mobile 
phones, holiday or real-life stories and jokes are some of the examples of the content 
generated by the general public and published through for-profit channels. The customers 
receive at most symbolic rewards for their content, sometimes in the format of the customer 
lottery with a main prize and several smaller prizes. 
Such content is displacing professional content to the detriment of the media professionals' 
livelihood and to the journalistic level of the content. The measures to counter such trends 
could include institutionalised rates of compensation for user-generated content.

User-generated content also creates a danger of constant surveillance and invasion of privacy 
for public figures as well as private citizens. Therefore the applicability of ethical and legal 
codes to such content should be debated.

Private publications - weblogs or "blogs" and forums

Weblogs are increasingly popular among the general public as well as among the media 
professionals. In several cases they have considerably influenced the decisions taken by the 
business and media executives - or even regarding those executives.1

Many professional journalists run blogs on their employers' websites; others do it on 
dedicated hosting sites. The legal status of weblogs kept "privately" by media professionals is 
undetermined, causing uncertainties regarding source protection, applicability of ethical codes 
and the assignment of liability in the event of lawsuits. The same questions apply to a certain 
extent to the weblogs of politicians/public figures and private citizens.

Additionally, the widespread use of weblogs by media professionals gives rise to questions 
regarding the pluralism of the content in their primary occupation.

Media literacy

                                               
1 Cf. The blog and forum postings of the Whole Foods CEO John Mackey (USA) and others. 



PE398.617v01-00 6/6 DT\699878EN.doc

EN

Some would argue that at the end of the day viewers are responsible enough to regulate 
themselves and freely decide what they choose to watch, and there is no need to regulate to 
preserve media pluralism. This would be the case if viewers were media literate. 
Unfortunately this is far from true. 

Information today is above all visual. All media messages are constructed using a creative 
language with its own rules, promoting values and points of view and are often designed to 
gain profit and/or power.
Media literacy would constitute a good tool for safeguarding media pluralism, as viewers 
would be able to independently judge the content of the programmes or information to which 
they have access.

In this respect, the EU citizens should be encouraged to develop the skills to analyse content 
and manage information, which would allow them to think creatively and critically. 

Working conditions of journalists throughout Europe

Many journalists experience precarious working conditions in the EU. The use of short-term 
contracts is increasing, especially where media owners are established in one country and 
their staffs are operating in other countries. This situation does not generate a climate
conducive to the independence, ethics and professionalism of journalists.
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