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1. Media ownership policies:
Pressures for change
and implications
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E ARE witnessing awholesale restructuring of media ownership
Wstatut% throughout the world. It is difficult to think of a single

developed or devel oping country which over the last 10 years has
not introduced at least one change — and in many cases more — in its media
ownership regimes. Thedirectionisamost entirely one-way: towardsamore
liberal and deregulated environment which allowsfor moreconglomeration of
media companies, greater flexibility in foreign ownership, and fewer restric-
tions on ownership across different media. | want to address two important
aspectsof thisworldwide phenomenon: first, why itishappening and themain
forcesdriving these changes; and second, theimplicationsfor afree press, for
diversity, and for journalism.

Forcesfor change

A number of factors are dictating the move towards deregulated ownership
policies, butitispossibleconceptually toidentify threedistinct policy drivers:
globalisation; technology and convergence; and ideological shiftswithin the
dominant political framework governing developed (and to a lesser extent
developing) countries.
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The first and most obvious structural shift isthe impact of globalisation.
Sincethe 1970s, anumber of factors havetransformed the nature of the global
economy: a wider choice of locations for capital investment; the 24 hour
presence and importance of global financial markets; the rise and increased
financial muscle of transnational corporations; and, vitally, the communica-
tions technology on which all these factors rely for smooth and efficient
operation. The emerging global corporations are constantly seeking expan-
sion. In the words of Robert McChesney: ‘Firms must become larger and
diversified to reduce risk and enhance profit-making opportunities, and they
must straddl etheglobeso asnever to be outflanked by competitors' (2003: 30).

In the search for further investment or expansion opportunities, they will
seek to influence and mould the boundaries of any stateregulation which tries
tolimit market opportunitiesin the public interest. Throughout the devel oped
world, these conglomerates have used their extensive lobbying skills and
resources, aswell astheir accessto theleversof political power through their
mediaassets, to convince governmentsthat the national interest isbest served
by market-led, deregulatory policies which will allow the major conglomer-
ates more room for expansion.

At the same time, the political landscape has also been transformed to
accel erate the process of globalised trading: the breakdown of the old Soviet
Union, and the emergence of capitalism as the only viable way of existence
means that production, distribution and selling can take place virtualy
anywherein theworld. Thelast 20 years have seen an astonishing unanimity
developing in the kinds of political rhetoric being employed by virtually all
parties across the political spectrum. Following the lead of the Reagan-
Thatcher ideological axisof the 1980s, liberalisation, the free market, deregu-
lation and the withdrawal of state intervention have become the new battle
cries, whilerival partiesquarrel only about the speed and extent of withdrawal
of the ‘nanny state'. It isnow just asimportant to achieve credibility with the
financial markets and business leaders aswith the ordinary electorate, which
in turn means paying greater attention to corporate requirements. It is the
corporateideology and the power of the marketswhich, increasingly, dictates
social reform: *Most of Europe now acknowledgesthat the social model must
be reformed in the interests of economic competitiveness. Increased compe-
tition from other countriesfor inward investment has forced all social market
economiesto buy intothefreemarket doctrineto somedegree, and deregul ate,
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lower taxesand shrink their welfare statesin order to remain acontender inthe
eyes of increasingly portable global corporations’ (Hertz, 2001: 30-31).

The impact on domestic policy-making extends beyond media policy to
almost every aspect of decision making. While politicians claim to be acting
in the public interest, and still talk about the importance of community and
collective welfare, in practice much of the decision-making flexibility has
been finessed by the need to placate the private sector. We have seenin effect
the rapid industrialisation of cultural policy wherever policy-making initia-
tiveshaveemerged. Inthe European Union, accordingto Alison Harcourt, ‘ the
media industry was identified during the 1980s and 1990s as a key growth
industry by the European Commission. Indeed, it becameincreasingly appar-
ent during thistimethat there existed adeeply rooted faith in the communica
tionsindustriesto ease the very serious problem of growing unemploymentin
Europe' (2002: 737). Although the EU has been more successful than some
individual nation statesin enshrining some of the principles of public service
broadcasting, theinexorabletrend has been towardsaconvergencein national
policies which prioritises industrial approaches over cultural ones.

These mutually reinforcing processes of globalisation and industrialisa-
tion in turn promote deregulatory policies through two further routes, one
general and onerelated specifically to the media sector. First, thereisthe vast
gulf in lobbying power between on the one hand powerful corporate interests
wishing to push back the boundaries of state intervention, and on the other
fragmented public interest and consumer groups attempting from an array of
different perspectives to persuade governments to put citizens before corpo-
rations. Thisisparticularly truein Europeat theEU level, wherepublicinterest
groups find it difficult to operate across national boundaries while global
corporationscaninvest hugely inidentifying which European directoratesand
commissioners to target and then overwhelming them with arguments for
looser regulation. In most nation states, such public interest groups are
typically voluntary or subscription associations, with stretched resources
often relying on the commitment and determination of a few underpaid or
unpaid individuals. They are rarely amatch for the well-paid professional s of
the burgeoning public relations industry whose business is to inform, stay
close to and cajole key policy makers.

Second, within the media sector, media owners have access to one of the
key drivers of opinion formation - the mass media themselves. As consolida-
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tion increases between newspapers, TV, online and other areas of publishing,
different parts of a media empire can be exploited not just to cross-promote
other parts of the empire but to promote forceful arguments about how
governments should be legidating in the very areas which might limit
corporate expansion in that field. In the UK, for example, Rupert Murdoch’'s
newspapers have consistently argued for limits on the BBC's freedom to
operate across al areas of broadcasting and have frequently called for a
reductionin size or funding. These newspapersarelikely to play avociferous
role in the debate on renewal of the BBC charter which expiresin 2006, and
which is now the subject of intense government scrutiny. (Of course, if the
main corporate beneficiary also happensto be prime minister — asin ltaly —
lobbying yourself through your own newspapers becomes less essential.)

In addition to the globalisation and industrialisation arguments, there is
therhetoric of technology and convergence. Throughout the devel oped world,
the advances of new digital and broadband technology are being hailed as
heralding the imminent demise of one-to-many broadcasting and therefore
demanding new regulatory regimeswhich sweep away the‘ artificial’ barriers
between print, screen, computer and tel ecoms. What i sthe point, the argument
goes, of legidating for example against cross-ownership of newspapers and
television licences, when thelatest newspaper edition can beread on theweb?
‘Convergence’ is now an oft-repeated battle-cry from those who seek to
remove traditional regulatory structuresin electronic media.

There is no doubt that technology is changing what is possible, and that
rapid advancesarebeing made. Itisgenerally possible (though not alwaysand
increasingly at aprice) to read today’ s paper on your computer, catch up with
football highlights on your mobile phone, listen to amissed radio programme
onyour computer or pauseaprogrammeinreal timewithaPVRbox likeTiVo
or SkyPlus. Advancesin broadband cableand telephony arebringing theworld
widewebtoagrowing number of consumers, alwaysassumingthey arewilling
and able to pay the subscription rates.

The problem with this argument is that there is, as yet, little sign of redl
convergenceonthegroundin patternsof consumption. M ost peoplestill donot
watch TV on their computers or mobiles, nor download newspapers from the
internet. The futuristic image of an electronic tablet being read by train
commutersabletoreplay yesterday’ ssoccer goalsat thetouch of apenremains
just that — futuristic and unrealised. There is some evidence of slow change,
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but to date consumer behaviour does not on its own justify convergence as a
primary motor for regulatory change. Even if broadband cable or telephony
can genuinely wire up millions of peopleto the net, thereislittle evidence so
far that thiswill revolutionise traditional mediabehaviour. Evolutionismore
likely, and most redlistic forecasts suggest that any radical shift in online
behaviour is at least 20 years away, and probably overstated.

Those are the main policy drivers governing deregulation in media
ownership policy across the international stage. There are still a sufficient
number of national, cultural, social and political differences for the actual
legislative changesto differ from country to country, but those differencesare
simply amatter of scale rather than direction. The forces of deregulation and
corporatisation are gathering pace in a seemingly inexorable shift towards
concentration and consolidation of ownership. The inherent risks are, |
believe, severe: atendency towardsmonopoly and thereforelesspluralismand
diversity of voices; less innovation and risk taking; and more homogenised
forms of journalism which are less equipped to challenge vested interests. |
want to explore each of these in more detail.

Implications
Perhaps the biggest problem is pluralism. Whenever a government policy
paper on ownership is published, whatever the political complexion of the
ruling party, the rhetoric invariably emphasises an overriding need to protect
diversity. In Britain, for example, the two most recent government discussion
papers on media ownership — from opposite sides of the political spectrum —
expressed very similar sentiments about the need to ensure plural voices. In
2001, the Labour Government published its consultation on mediaownership
in which it emphasised the role of the mediafor fostering public debate in a
democratic society: ‘We want a plurality of voices, giving the citizen access
toavariety of views.... A healthy democracy depends on aculture of dissent
and argument, which would inevitably be diminished if there were only a
limited number of providers of news (DCMS, 2001: 7).

Six years earlier, the previous Conservative Government had published
therationalefor itsproposal son deregul ating mediaownershipinwhichitwas
equally unequivocal about theimportanceof pluralisminavibrant democracy:

A free and diverse media are an indispensable part of the democratic
process. They provide the multiplicity of voices and opinions that
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informsthe public, influences opinion, and engenders palitical debate.
They promotethe culture of dissent which any healthy democracy must
have.... If one voice becomes too powerful, this process is placed in
jeopardy and democracy isdamaged (Department of National Heritage,
1995).

This unanimity of principleis agreed across the political spectrum in almost
every democratic country and containswithin it an important economic truth
whichisrarely madeexplicit: that the mechani smsof themarket-placeontheir
own cannot be trusted because, in aworld of privately owned media, owners
influence content. Their motives may be ideological or commercial or per-
sonal, but ultimately those who own the media dictate the content. It is
axiomatic that the fewer gatekeepers there are, the less diversity we have.

The nature and process of owner influence is not an easily measurable or
even observabl e phenomenon, and it isimportant to berealistic about how this
processworks. Inafew extreme cases, therearejournalistictal esof ham-fisted
table-banging interventions where proprietors bark orders about what’s ex-
pectedfromtheir writersor editors, who they shoul d becommissioning or what
the editorial line should be. Most of the time, however, the influence is more
subtle and less observable. In his authoritative — and not unflattering —
biography of Rupert Murdoch, William Shawcross wrote: ‘As his empire
grew, Murdoch felt increasingly that he needed men on whom he could rely —
men whosejudgement would not be different from hisown’ (1992: 160). And
one of Murdoch’s editors who was on the receiving end of his proprietorial
styledescribed him asrunning hisempire‘ by phoneand by clone’ (ibid: 244).
Itishardly coincidencethat in 2003, every one of Murdoch’ s 179 newspapers
around the world supported the war on Iraq and are noticeable for their
generaly pro-American stance. While Conrad Black owned the Telegraph
groupin Britain, he was not considered to be an overly interfering proprietor,
even taking to write letters to his own editor for publication taking issue with
an editorial line. But theinfluence was subtle. On one occasion Black sent his
most long-serving editor, Max Hastings, a letter about a previous day’s
editoria with which Black profoundly disagreed. Hewrote: ‘| don’t regard it
as my job to instruct the leader writers, to write the leaders myself, or to
respond to the leaders.... Rather | ook forward to discussing with you how to
avoid these fates' (Hastings, 2002: 84).
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Traditionally, television has been less susceptible to proprietorial influ-
ence, partly because most countries have instituted rules on impartiality and
partly because the collegiate nature of television news tends to diffuse the
impact of individual direction. Thereisevidence, however, that thetraditional
emphasis on impartiality is changing for both ideological and technological
reasons. In 1987, under President Ronald Reagan, Mark Fowl er wasappointed
chairman of the Federal Communications Commissionin Americaand almost
immediately abolished the * Fairness Doctrine’ which for nearly 40 years had
imposed impartiality requirements on American broadcast news. Fowler
believed that that there was no difference between regul ation and government
interference. In hisown waords:. * Any time a branch of government stepsin to
determinewhether aparticular broadcast wasfair andthen saysitwasn'tfair...
you've got the government acting in effect as a censor’ (BBC, 2004). This
essentially American argument — which distrustsany non-marketintervention
— isgiven greater force by the explosion of new electronic sources around the
world. Itismoredifficult to hold theline onimpartiality in broadcasting when
niche cable and satellite channels as well as the internet and mobile phone
technology make the broadcast world look increasingly like electronic pub-
lishing.

In Britain, despite a much more ingrained history and professional
philosophy in broadcast journalism, the same arguments are gradually being
heard. Following acomprehensive study of news content and public opinion
for the Independent Television Commission two years ago, the authorsfound
that the public was ‘ overwhelmingly supportive of theideaof rulesrequiring
broadcast newsto beimpartial and accurate’ (Hargreaves and Thomas, 2002:
105). They nevertheless felt that the erosion of spectrum scarcity and the
growing number of optionsfor ‘active purchase’ through subscription or pay
per view might allow for a partia relaxation of impartiality rules: ‘1t may be
that amore opinionated style of broadcast news, originated from well outside
the UK broadcasting mainstream, is helpful in the overall news mix, so long
as consumers are aware.... which services conform to impartiality rules and
which do not. The time has come when arange of experimentation should be
encouraged’ (ibid). Thisparticular recommendation isgiven added weight by
the appointment of the lead author of the study, lan Hargreaves, to the board
of the powerful new UK regulator Ofcom which has the discretion to apply
precisely the kind of relaxation suggested in the ITC report.
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So the stage isbeing set for a progressive relaxation in broadcasting, and
again there is plenty of evidence that proprietorial or corporate influence has
a decisive influence on content. Rupert Murdoch has made it clear that he
would liketo push hisvery successful Sky Newsservicein Britaininthesame
direction as the tub-thumping, flag-waving Fox Newsin America — whose
unashamed right-wing biashaspropelled it to the position which CNN held 10
yearsagoasAmerica smost popular 24 hour newsservice. When hewasasked
by the New York Times|last year whether Sky News had begun imitating Fox,
Murdoch’ s response was: ‘I wish. | think that Sky Newsis very popular and
they aredoing well, but they don’t have the entertaining talk shows— itisjust
arolling half-hour of hard newsall thetime.” The paper reported that M urdoch
felt the channel was‘'BBC light’ and that he was dissatisfied with Sky’ s staid
presentation and ‘libera bias' (Kirkpatrick, 2003). While many European
commentatorsmay feel uncomfortablewith Fox News' unabashed description
of British and American troops as ‘liberators’ and the channel’s habit of
displaying American flags prominently in the studio, the arguments of those
who say disaffected viewersneed only turntotheoff switch aregathering pace.

Even within the confines of impartiality rules, corporate influence can
operate at subtle and insidious levels. At aLondon seminar on media owner-
shiptwo yearsago, oneof the UK’ stop independent TV producerswho makes
programmesfor the ABC network in the US gave an insight into the implica-
tions of Disney’ sownership of the network. He said: * The effect of Disney on
ABCis.... actually to do with the particular slant that ABC’ s commissioning
structure now has, which is al to do with feel-good and family.... Disney’s
lawyers and Disney’s control of ABC network says “this is going to be an
Americanfamily network inkeeping withthe Disney ethic”.”'* Inother words,
there are consequences for programme content and diversity on ABC which
flow directly from the editorial philosophy of the corporate parent. The same
istrue, at the other extreme, of the Fox network which is far more willing to
commission violent and prurient programmes such as ‘America’s Most
Wanted' becauseit fitswith the ethos of a channel which is prepared to push
out the boundaries of acceptability. Therepercussionsof concentrated owner-
ship and reduced diversity goes well beyond the narrow boundaries of news
and current affairs.

Moreover, these examples demonstrate that the influences of ownership
cannot be legislated away through content regulation. Media owners make
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their viewsfeltin subtle ways either directly or through their choice of senior
managers and commissioning editors who do their bidding. Decisions are
taken to further an editorial approach which is consistent with the owner’s
view of the world, and sometimes more directly to protect an owner’'s
commercia interests — as when a well sourced ABC story that convicted
paedophiles were being employed at the Disney World theme park in Florida
was dropped by ABC television. Subsequently ABC insiders talked about an
‘atmosphere of self-censorship and timidity’ in ABC news, particularly in
areasthat may have proved difficult for the parent company (Barnett, 2002).
And the arguments for diversity extend beyond broadcasting to all areas of
creative output. In Britain, during the passage of the CommunicationsBill |ast
year, the music community lobbied furioudly to try to stop the government
from alowing too much consolidation in the radio industry. They cited
convincing evidence from Americathat, since ownership rules were relaxed
in1996, playlistshave been dictated fromthe corporate centre, local discretion
hasbeen reduced, and musi cal output hasbecomemorehomogeneous. Theend
result is fewer opportunities for originality and new talent, fewer artists and
lessmusical diversity.

Diversity and pluralism are broad and empirically difficult areas to
monitor, but other more specific influences on journalism should be easier to
identify. There are three particular areas of professional journalistic practice
which | believe are seriously threatened by the progressive concentration of
media ownership.

The first is localism and regionalism, since one of the driving forces
behind consolidation is the need to centralise in order to cut costs. Major
corporations routinely insist that they can still deliver genuinely local content
without having their roots in particular cities, regions or even countries, but
experience suggests otherwise. Whether it belocal radio, local newspapersor
local television, journalism which originates from those who know and can
identify with aparticular areaisqualitatively different from journalismwhich
is practised by those from outside, often to avery precise formuladictated by
an anonymous corporate centre. The same problem applies at the state aswell
as loca leve: with the onward march of big, mostly American, global
corporations it becomes more difficult to protect indigenous national and
regiona cultures from the homogenising forces of American influence.

The second areaisinvestigative journalism. In the prefaceto its paper on
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European Media Ownership, the European Federation of Journalists talks
about ‘an increasing perception that journalism is failing to carry out its
watchdog rolein society because of the vested interests that drive the media
business'. In other words, thetraditional Fourth Estatefunction of uncovering
corruption or abuse of power — whether at corporate or government level —
becomesmuch moredifficult whenthe corporateinterestsof mediabusinesses
are better served by protecting rather than exposing the establishment. There
is also, of course, the cost factor: good investigative journalism is more
expensive than straight reporting or confessional journalism, and corporate
centrestend to resist expenditure which hasnoimmediatereturn. Thereisal so
the risk of incurring the wrath of powerful interests: either of governments,
thereby risking thewithdrawal of political favours (for examplerejection of a
merger or acquisition application); or of corporationsrisking lengthy, expen-
sive and possibly fruitless litigation.

Finally, thereistheissueof quality. Thisisavague concept injournalism,
but most practising reporters and editors know the difference between ahigh
quality journalistic operation which valuesaccuracy aswell asoriginality, and
onethat runsaccording toflexible professional criteriawhichisjudged purely
onitssuccessinincreasing readersor ratings. American television newsisone
generic example of how newsdivisionsunder pressureto deliver ratings must
materially change their output to the detriment of the mix of storiesavailable
to the American public. One side effect of the move towards consolidationis
thethreat being posedin several countriesto public servicebroadcastingwhich
has traditionally provided a benchmark for quality and professionalism and
can rise abovethe corporate fray. Private corporations seeking to expand are,
throughout the world, looking enviously at the market shares of PSBs and
gradually weakening the aready flimsy resolve of politicians to maintain
public funding.

Conclusions

| am not trying to promote asimplistic ‘ private bad, public good' thesis; most
countries have benefited from advertising and subscription funded media
businesses which can operate with genuine editorial freedom. | am arguing
simply that, to a greater extent than ever before, editorial freedom is being
eroded by the inexorable process of global corporate growth and consolida-
tion; and, moreover, that politicians around the world are either unwilling or

PACIFIC JOURNALISM REVIEW 10 (2) 2004 17

*



NI T[] - [N T

MEDIA OWNERSHIP AND DEMOCRACY

powerless to stand up for the principles of opinion diversity, unfettered
journalism and amore informed democracy.

A recent report commissioned by the Dutch regulator, the Commissariaat
voor deMedia, examined trendsin mediaownershipin 10 European countries
and found that the |l ast decade had seen an accel eration of mediaconcentration
throughout Europe. Looking to the future, the report’ s author concluded that
‘Itislikely that the trend towards concentration will continue in the coming
decade especially as governments relax ownership restrictions to account for
the changing radio and television landscape and the increasing digitalisation
of networks' . Thiswill be exacerbated by the rise of multi-channel television
and industry argumentsthat, to promote eff ective competition, thereshould be
even greater flexibility in ownership rules. The report continues: ‘It is
important in this respect that governments adopt long-term as well as short-
term strategies to ensure that pluralism is maintained in the markets, as once
concentration has accelerated, it isdifficult to see how thismight bereversed’
(Ward, 2004: 17). Itisafairly obviousbut crucial point: oncethederegulation
genieisout of the bottle, it becomes politically impossible to put it back.

Increasingly, governments are attempting to defend their deregulatory
position by imposing content requirements. But the editorial and creative
consequencesof ownership deregul ation cannot be addressed through content
regulation alone. Governments or regulators may introduce and attempt to
enforceimpartiality rules, or minimum local content or regional requirements,
or quotas on independent production or other kinds of objective measurement
criteriato mitigate against theworst excessesof editorial interference; but they
cannot legislatefor the programmethat isn’t made, themusic that isn’t played
or the editorial decision that anticipates the boss' sviews on Irag. Ultimately,
governments that are genuinely committed to diversity must legislate for
diverse ownership. And that is becoming increasingly difficult because
politicians throughout the world are finding it hard to stand up to corporate
interests. Invirtually every country, thelast five years have seen aspectacular
failureof political courage onissuesof mediaconcentration, and therepercus-
sionsarelikelty to be unfortunate not just for journalism but more broadly for
cultural diversity and democracy.
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Note

1 From the transcript of a seminar on Cross-Media Ownership, run by the Smith
Instituteand held at 11 Downing Street on 23 April 2002. The seminar was conducted
under ‘ Chatham House' rules, which means the speaker cannot be identified.
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