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chapter three @

Public service and the
deregulation of Eurppean
broadcasting

Broadcasting in Western Earope has been desciibed as a ‘mixed model (McQuail 1990).
Buropean nations at the advent of radio broadcasting in the 1920s rejected both the
untegulated, free market model developing in the USA and the directly regulated, state-
coritrolled system emerging in the Sovier Usilon. They adopted a distinctive model which |
combined components of commercial and state-regulated broadcasting &nd is usually called
public service broadcasting. A variety of public service broadcasting systems developed across
the continent, some of which placed vaowanmmnwm in a closer relationship with .L,a state than
others. Some countries rejected the market playing any part in the financing of broadcasting;
while others developed a dual role for the state and the market in raising revenue. This modet
had the support of most of the significant forces in Western European society until the lare
1970s. However, support was gradually eroded by a range of technological, findncial, political
and social changes. Since 1980 the consensus behind public service broddcasting has broken
down and, 2s a result, broadcasting has undergone considerable change (Pefley and Romano
1993). This chapter examihes the technological developments and new regulatory
mechanisms that have ushered ina world of Bcwmingmﬁmw market-driver television and
explores the readjustment of broadcasting structures, output and audjences that has resulted.
While there is a general crisis of public service broadcasting in Western Europe, with public
funding for relevision being cut and the audience for public service television falling, nrmmm

readjustments have differed nationally.

European public service broadcasting

The public service system that took hold of Western European broadcasting in the period
following the Second World War was characterized by a number of key features. McQuail
(1995) identifies the ‘old order’ zs being distinguished by a programmirig policy catering for
all tastes, public accountability, monopoly, national scope, independesice from vested political
interests and non-commercialism. The overall end product could be seen as ‘quality’
mmomh.ﬁnm&mm for all. Programme-makers were freed from the commercial peed to malce profit
and governed by guidelines chat ensured, among other things, access for minority groups and
fais and impartial political coverage, and, asa result, they produced programmes that had
broad appeal. Public service broadcasting madk available a far wider range of repesentation



than other media. Accounrability was put in place through regulatory bodies and Wesrern
European legislarures usually had ultimate control over the funding of public service
broadcasting. The most common means of financing broadcasting in Western Europe was by
a licence fee, set by governments and collected by a governmens agency. Broadcasting tended
to be a monopoly in most countries, wich one broadcaster licensed and funded by the
government. Monopoly was justified by the technical argumens that there was a scarcity of
airwaves and hence only a few channels were available. However, most Western European
governments were reluctant to allow such a potentidlly powerful means of communication to
operate outside their control.

Politics was central to the development of public service television in Western Europe.
Biumler {1992: 12) points out that public setvice byoadcasting bodies are *highly poliricised
organisations’. The state played a crucial role in the formation of these organizations, but
public service broadcasters have taken their responsibilities to the performance of the political
process and maintenance of a healthy civic culture far more seriously’ than their colleagues
elsewhere in the media and in commescial systems in other parts of thie world, such as the
USA (Blumler 1992: 12). This does not méan that public service broadcasting was closely
controlled by government. Day-to-day editorial control often rested in the hands of the
broadcasters, who achieved considerable Independence of government in many, if not all,
Western European nations. The wbmmmnmmnMnn of “mwommnmmmmm was guaranteed by a number
of different woman&.mﬂ.msmnambmm. Kelly (1983) identified three different forms which bring
television and politics together. There are formally autonomous systems, in which
arrangements have been éstablished to separate decision-making from the government of the
day. Such arrangements exist in Britain, Ireland ahd Sweden. Politics in broadcasting systems
ensures that the governing bodies of broadcasting organizations have representatives from all
major political parties, as well as other soctal groups and movements associated with them, as
in Germany, Denmark, the Netherfands and mnwwwcmd. Finally, there are whar Kelly terms
‘politics over broadcasting systepis’, in which the governtent and other organs of the state
can inrervene directly in the day-to-day decisions of broadcasters, as in Greece, Iraly and
France. Sensitivity to state involvement in brbadcasting has always been a matter of concera
in every European country. The rationale for the state’s role in the broadcast media is that
broadcasting is too important to be defined as a market commodity. It is z social good, 2
commonly valued resource that must be otganized for the collective good to ensure that all
citizens have an equal right o be educated, informed atid entertained. The public
broadcasting system in Western Europe was supported by a wide range of groups and interests
in western society.

Prior to the 1980s 2 broad consensus surrounded the public service concept. Polirical
elites supported public broadcasting as it enabled them to execise some form of control over
a potentially distuptive social force. For intellectuals and cultural elites, public broadcasting
allowed them access to the airwaves to educate audiences abour the finer aspects of lirerature
and the arts, and to raise standards of knowledge and understanding, Many saw it as a crucial
tool in promoting social harmony. Bureaucrats in Europe, more accustomed 1o state
intervention than their North American coupterparts, saw it as natural that a government
department should oversee broadcasting. The mu:.wmm were grateful as the rejection of

commercial broadcasting prevented broadcasters competing for what was a limited amount of
advertising revenue. For audiences the range of programming appeared to satisfy their
viewing requirements. However, from the early days of radio and television, after the noveley
of the new medium had worn off, audiences were increasingly dissatisfied with whar was
served up. In Britain in the 1930s listeners drifted away from the BBC to fune into European

channels such as Radio Luxembourg and Radio Fecamp, private services banred in the UK,

to receive a range of entertainment in preference to what they saw as the mmcm and worthy
qutput of Reith's public service station. These concerns &a_ shape the development of
programming policy, but remained hidden by the consensus surrounding public service.

The European public service model was destabilized by a nuraber of changes in the lare
1970s and easly 1980s. Technological change was critical as it undermined the ‘scarciry of the
airwaves’ drgument, which had justified the monopoly of broadeasting. The original rationale
for public service broadcasting in Western Earope was the scarcity of frequencies, making
Rm&mamm necessary to avdid the confusiod and chaos of airwaves éﬂ.o:mrwmé competing
radio signals. V\Moboﬁom% was seen as ‘natural’ in such cirgumstances {(Negrine 1998: 228). The
arrival of the new media technologies of cable and satellite in the late 1970s brought to an
end the problems of scarcity. New systems of delivery undermined terrestrial services by
tiberating the airwaves to more and inore channels. As significant was the arrival in positions
of pbliticdl power of right-wing libertarian gdvernments, opposed to public regilation and
state intervention, which they saw as inhibiting the operation of the free market (Humphreys
1996: 161): Free marketeers, such as Mrs Thatcher in Britain, Jacques Chirac’s Gaullist
neoliberals in France and the neoliberal faction of the Christian Democrats in ltaly,
compitted themselves to liberating broadcasting from the ‘nanny étate’” and ensuring that
constmer choice, as determined by audience tastes und preferences, would prevail. They
embarked on the process of deregulation and liberalization which represented a direct
challenge to public service values. These goverhumients were lobbied hard by a range of
commercial interests. The business lobby behind deregulation was a formidable amalgam of
cable and sateflite operators, advertisers, independent television producers, the press and
publishing industries, broadcasting facilities and Bnancial interests, all of which believed that
opening up European broadcasting would be favourable to their enterprises {(Humphreys
1996: 174). The advertising indusery in Europe was particularly effective at lobbying for
change, at a narional and 4 European levet (Humphreys 1996: 172; Mattelare and Paimer _
1991: chapter 4). By breaking rhe pubiic service monopoligs, the advertising indusery hoped
to reduce the rates they had to pay o advertise on television. Other powerful irnterests
supported the coalition agaisist public service broadcasting on political grounds. The
European Commission believed that breaking down national public service broadcasting
mﬁo:mmommm would assist the process of Furopean cuftural and political integration {sce
chapter 7). It also sought to prioritize economic aims in the television industry in order to
build Edropean production to counter the increasing flow of US programming into the
continent (Humphreys 1996: 259-61). Commercial pressure came from the neWw media
moguls; who sought the relaxation of national rules and regulations to facilitate cheir entry
into the increasingly lucrarive broadcasting market. The press saw broadcasting as an
investment opportunity rather than a competitor, and with newspaper groups becoming



incorporated into larger media enterprises, the larger potential profits to be inade in television
pushed concerns about the newspaper business inte the background. Finally, fuelled by the
social and cultural changes of the 1960s onwards, audiences increasingly demanded and
asserted their right of access to information and a range of programming. Increased prosperity
meant that more people were able and willing to pay for what they wanted to see on their
television screens. The result was that the forces for change became overwhelming and in
1976 Italy became the first European country to ‘deregulate’ tefevision.

The Italian affair

The Italian state broadcaster Radio Andizioni Italiana (RAJ) had held a menopoly of
broadcasting from the end of the Second Wozld War. Deregulation in Italy was as much a
response to political factors as technological innovaticns such as satellite and cable, which
promised a multi-channel system. The stifling hand of the Christian Democrats, who had
been the majority party in Italy since 1945, brought forth calls in the 1970s for greater
diversity on Iralian television. Their defeat in the 1974 election provided the oppertunity to
do something abour the situation. The resulting changes brought abour a radical shift in the
‘ecology” of Iralian broadcasting. In its first phase, deregulation led o the setting up of
hundreds of private television stations throughiout the couniry — abour 600 Jocal television
stations and more than 2500 radio stations were born {Mazzgleni 1997:129). Lacking the
public subsidy of the state broadcastef, RAI, angd relying heavily on advertising revenue to
fund their operations, the outpyt of these stations was vasiable. Sarcori (1996 :156) identifies
three kinds of organizational types: independent stations, the ‘pioneers of private relevision’,
which produced their own programming and sold their own advertising; the so-called
‘cireuits Qﬁwz&mw by advertising sales agencies, which began to incorporate tefevision
programmes; and ‘networks’, which cenrralized programming, adversising sales and
management through the merger and affiliarion of mrmbwmmm. The audience share of these early
networks rose from 4 per cent in 1977 to 24 per cenr in 1979. However, their programming
was described as combining ‘artless idealism with naked profireering’. Before long the
tefevision explosion encountered meltdown as local stations closed. The end of the first phase
of Traly’s television experiment came when the ‘big operators’ began o buy up strings of local

 stations. The main beneficiary of this process was the TV entrepreneur, Silvio Betlusconi,
who came to own three major national channels — Canale 5, Retequattro and Italia 1. The
means by which most of private relevision was delivered into the hands of one man and one
corporation, Berlusconi and Fininvest, is attributed to ‘a mixture of contradicrory factors —
managerial skill and _,mnw of it, far-sightedness and obthseness, active and _ummm?m._uo:anm._
cronyism’ (Sartori 1996: 158; sec aiso Mazzoleni 1991).

The kind of programming Berlusconi’s channels offered was organized around ‘high
advertising appeal’, relying heavily on a schedule of quiz shows, ‘sanitized nudity’, bought-in
old US situation comedies afid sport. Games and variety shows seemed to be on all the time.
The most notorious was Colpo Groiso — put out by another privae TV station — which had
stripping housewives and, as 2 main prlze, the chance to undress the show’s dancers. Iralian
television pioneered the “TV sex show’ (see Blain and Cere 1995). Soap operas purchased

from the USA and Latin Americd and dubbed into Iralian also became part of the service.
The invasion of foreign imports into Italy has been described as ‘the most extraordinaiy
collection of international programming stock evey seen in the history of television’ (Sartori
1996: 160). The increase in foreign-made marterial was a response to the need to produce
programmes at the Jowest possible cost; boughe-in soaps at the time were five times cheaper
than the home-made product: The new ecology of Italian broadcasting soon sectled into the
following pattern. RATs share of the audience had fallen to around 45 per cent, while the
share of Berlusconi’s nvmuzm_m had risen to roughly the same amount, The remainirig 10 pet
cent or 50 was fought over by myriad local and regional stations, including those run by the
Catholic Church, Italian muo:&nmw parties, trade unions and hard-core pord interests.
However, in oider to survive, RAI had to drop part of its public service missjon and become
involved in a ratings bate. Sartori (1996: 156) details how a number of traditional
programmes disappeared altogether from its schedule during these years, which he labels the
period of ‘tactical mnmmmﬁm&o:u. First the Friday night drama series disappeared, ther the slots
for children’s programmes wete reduced and finally cultural offetings were ».mmmwm:& to lafer
and later in the m{mbﬁm. In an effort to compete, RAT had been driven downmarket,
increasingly émbtacing the formats adopted by Berlusconf’s channels, Criticized and
pressured to concentrate on ‘serjous’ programming, RAI argued that this would further
dirdinish its audience. The changes were acvessary if RAI was to secure its futlie and the
future of public service broadcasting.

The 19805 was an era of unremitting competition in Iraliag television. Mazzoleni (1997:
129) compares the period with the Witd West, with ‘unregulated comperition, births and
deaths of hundreds of broadcasting enterpises, rocketing programine costs and, above all, the
consolidation of a private broadcasting industry, monopolized by a sirigle trust’. In the end
there was ‘trentch warfare involving two combatants — the RAI and Fininvest’ (Sartori 1996:
160% Duking this period the amount of broadeasting hours increased considerably: m_ssc&
hours of television rose from around 6000 in 1976 to about 34,000 in 1986 {(Wolf 1989: 53).
However, advertising time on Iralian television grew even more quickly. In 1983 RAL carried
40,000 advertising slots on its chree channels, a figure which rose to 60,000 by 1987;
meanwhile, Fininvest channels had no fewer than 284,800 slocs in the same year (Wolf 1989:
53}, RAI was operating on an income two-thirds of which came from licence fees and one-
third from advertising (Heary 1989). This saturagion of advertising meant that ‘programmes,
schedules, tones and even the appearance of on screep personnel were all derermined by the
need to satisfy che needs of advertisers’ (Grundle 1997: 69). Demands were made for fimics
on advertlsing, but it was in the area of programme quality that concerns becanje most
pronounced. Informational programipes were virtyally absent from Fininvest’s channels,
although prior to 1991 Berlusconi’s channels were prevented from broadeasting live, which
hampered their attempts to develop a news service (Grundle 1997 63). However, the amount
of time devoted o what was the centre of the public sefvice schedule — news and current
affairs — declined on RAL Qualitatively, dhere were changes In the presentation of information
programines on RAL as more sensational, cinéma-vérieé-type formats — of @Bmmmggmm sich
as Yellow Telephone, I Confess and Public Prosecutor — replaced the more traditjonal and less
specracular news and current affairs outpur (\Wolf 1989; 39). Public concerns at the more



market-oriented narure mom RAFs news selécrion and presentation led to calls for a television
journalism freer, more dutonomous and more respectful of professional mzwmmiam ﬁo&u_m
1989: 62). Only with such changes could the threars two journalistic standards and, hence, the
national and civie culture be countered. b
In these circumstances, the mo.,..nnm%amn did hothing to put order back into the

broadcasting sector. It was not until 1990 that a bill was passed to address the cHaos. The
Mammi law, however, only served in the eyes of critics as a legalization of the status quo’
{Mazzoleni 1997: 129). While the law introduced new programming responsibitities and a
number of measures to ensure cransparéncy in the industry, it made no attempt to reform thie
systern and left inract existing patterns of ownership (Sartori 1996: 159). Backed by whart was
then the ‘biggest comehercial TV network tnder single ownership cutside the US’, Berlusconi
became prime minister in 1994 and wasted no time trying to appoint new execatives to F»H
to ensure thar the political bias of the organization went his way (Hutton 1994). By the
1990s RAI had split its service into three channels, each supporting a particular political
persuasion — RAT 1 remained in the vmmwam of the Christian Democrats, RAI 2 was run by the
mo&».:mﬁ Parry, while the Communist Party contrdlled RAT 3. The result was an open civil war
inside RAI, with woﬂd&wmﬁm passing votes of no confidence in their news directors, and
broadcaster pitred against broadcaster (Glover 1995). Internal competition was dropped in
the 1990s as RAI sought to fight off the threat from the centre right government and
Berlusconi’s media empire. The close connection berweer the broadcasters and political
parties was also abandoned, having been discredited by the corruption scandals of the early
1990s. In the process, public service was redefined and RAT’s distincriveness abandoned
(Pandovani and Tracey 2003). .

The 1990s witnessed a convergence in the output of Iralian television. The new
‘technocratic’ management team that took over the running of RAT in the mid-1990s
following Berlusconi’s electoral defear, decided that the organization should mmno_.ﬁm mwomm
competitive and broadcast even mote popular programmes. The amount of ficcion formars on
RAI channels grew enormously: in 1992, 9242 hours of fictional programming were aired,
compared with 2259 in 1982 (Pandovani and Tracey 2003: 145). RAI had taken ‘a conscious
decision to fight its commercial competitor on its own terrain’, which resulted in a radical
departure from its traditional programme formars (Hibberd 2001: 237). Hardly any effort
was made to prevent the ever-increasing amount of low quality programming. In 1994 the
Constirutional Court belatedly declared Fininvests near monopoly of the commercial system
illegal, but its decision was nullified in 1995 when the Italian public voed in a referendum in
favour of Fininvest keeping its chanriels and the partial privatization of RAL anwm.mmm into the
ratings battle, which inflated the costs of programming, the amount of imported material on
RAI increased. Anglo-American programmes and formats are now the most watched
programmes on the channel. There is increasingly less difference berween RAI unm
Berlusconi’s channels. RAT's strategy enabled it to maintain its audience shaze, but at the
expense of its public service commiunents, which are ever more marginalized in its outpur.

Crisis of Western European broadcasting

The ltalian experience is seen as a good illustration of what is happening to broadcasting in
Western Eutope. Deregulation brings about the growth of privately controlled television
networks, and the increased competition they present menngwuﬁ public service
broadcasting. The number of people who watch the public service channels is drastically
rediiced. In response, public service channels are forced to ‘imitate cornmercial television in
ari effort to try and beat the competition’ (Siune and Hulten 1999: 28). As a result, thereisa
decline in the traditiong] mixture of programmes catering for diverse audience tastes and

interests that characrerizes public service television. Public service channels n,o,m_vn 1o resemble

their commercial competitors mote and more. Serious programming devoted to information,
education and culture disappears from the peak viewirig hours — prime time — 1o be replaced
by more entertainment-oriented shows. The markes-driven imperatives of the new television
lead to a lessenipg of the range of programme output and actually woark to restrict choice for
the viewer. While the amount of television broadcast expands, the variety of programumes on
offer is reduced. The profic motive results in a relentless search to produce television at the
lowest cost. In the case of Western European broadcasting, this means importing more cheap
relevision: prografnmes from the USA. The reliance on American and other mon.pmﬁ imports
and the growth of low-cost, entertainment-driven programmes is sgen as presenting a threat
to narional culrural identity and culnural standards {see Tunstall and Machin Gmmv. The
impact of commercialization on the content of television i$ summeéd up in anh official report

in 1994 on the consequences for German television (quoted in McQuail 1998: 1 19):

.. .we can chserve a surplus of programmes, both in entertainment and
information. The TV programme itseif has become maore sensational, more
negative, focusing more on scaridals and rituals in politics. Entertainment has
increasingly focused on sex and viclence, on simplistic sterectypes, more rapid
editing as part of a slowly developing ‘video-clip aesthetic’, a new confusion of
realities and television reaiitfes . ..

At the heart of Western European broadcasting has been its ‘delicate and ofteh &E,Fmoan
relation to polides’ (Brants and Siune 1998: 128). The new commercial order is changing the
nature of politics and political communication. The maintenance of ‘serious’ programmes is
seen as a particularly acute problem in the reporting of politics. The raison d'érre of public
service broadcasting is to provide a range and diversity of political coverage that enables the
citizen to play his or ber full partin the political process. News and current affairs was at the
centre of the traditional public service schedule. Most commeicial channels regard political
coverage as marginal. As 2 result, the amount and quality of political information is falling.
ﬁoamamwmn& is forcing public channels to scale back on politically informative news or push
it to the hnargins of the schedule. The nature of political reporting on television i also
changing. It concentrates mote on the rituals and personalities of politics than on the
substance and issues (Brants and Siune 1998: 137-9). Investigative journalism is changing.
There is also a significant dlteration in the style and mode of the presentation of polirics
across the commercial and public channels, emphasizing immediacy and ﬁ:omo_w at the



expense of explanation and elucidation. Shorter, snappy and sensarional items are mdre
newsworthy. One writer has dubbed the new mnomcg as ‘newszak’ (Franldin 1997). The
explosion of newszak and the changing nature of political reporting both raise questions
about the role of television in demdcracy. These developments afe seen as favouring political
parties and personalities that trade on the emotive, and contributing to the degradadon of
public debate, which accounts for the growing cynicism about politics, the rise of voter
apathy and the decline of public ,@Naanwmﬁﬂu in the political process. Blumier and Gurevitch
(1995) have referred to this as the ‘crisis of public communication’.

National variations

The generalized crisis suggested above poiits to the immirent death of public setvice
television in Europe. For some it is already dead: in Tracey’s words, public service
broadcasting is a ‘corpse on leave’ and dny attempt to save it is more akin to ‘the preservation
of primeval bugs in amber than the continuation of any vibrant cultural species’ (Tracey
1998: 33). However, as Curran (1996) notes, the decline of public service broadeasting across
Western Europe has not been uniform. In same parts of the continent public service channels
have been better able to resist the pressures of onEwnnw&mwmaoR in others, public
broadcasters have improved their performance to fight off the competition; and elsewhere the
public have rallied around public service to defend it. The picture of what is happening to
public service television is varied and the reasons for this are found in a range of social,
political and cultural facross.

It is irmporiant o point our that the concept of public service has been interpreted
differently across Western Europe. While scholars {for example, Blumler 1992; Broadcasting
Research Unit 1986) have striven to idenrify the common features of European public service
broadcasting, national economies, cultures and politics have determined considerable
variations in practice. As Brants and Siine (1992: 101) state, ‘public service broadcasting in
Europe is relatively _wnﬁnm in norms; in facr thete is no uniformity even in the terminology
used’. Three factors in particular have underpiined this difference: the ways in which public
television is financed; the nature of the relationship between broadcasters and the state; and
popular attitudes to and understanding of the public service mission to explain, .Hma@ m:nm,
public service systems, funded oply by public subsidy, usuaily through a licence fee, do not
exist (Humphreys 1996: 125). It was ih the late 1980s thac the handful of Western European
countries — Belgium, Denmark, Norway and Sweden — that supported systems of public
subsidy only began to run ads. There are still some channels, such as the wmﬁ in the United
Kingdom, Norway’s NRK and Sweden’s SV'T, which are stil} financed omc@ by a licence fee.
However, most public service channels have been financed by a mixture of mw&mn and state
subsidy and advertising revenue for a fong time.

Spanish state television, Televisién Espafiola (TVE}, had always raised the vast proportion
of its revenue through advertising — in 1977, 94.1 per cent of its financing came through
advertising (Maxwell 1995: 27). Spariish television was exceptional in the extent to which
advertising played a mo,mm in the financing of public broadcasting, but it has been present in most
European broadcasting systems. The revenue for German public service channels is raised

through a mixtute of advertising — which is limited to certain hors and may not be shown
within a programme — and a licence fee. France introduced commercials to state television in
1968, and by 1977 advertising accounted for 25 per cent of the revenue of the monopoly state
broadcaster, ORTE (Kuhn 1995: 131). Figures for 1979 show that in Greece advertising
accounted for 29.2 per cent of the revenue of the mucv:n broadcastes, while the figures were 38
per cent ini Porrugal, 48.9 per cent in Ireland and 25 per cent in th land (Maxweil 1995: 27).
In Britain commeicial broadcasting was introduced as early as 1955, ‘with the launch of ITV
(see Williams [997). While BBC and 1TV were kept sepatate in their sources of finanke, Brirish
television audiénces were Ex.omcﬂ& to m%ﬂ.ﬁm_sm on their screens earlier than most dther
Westetn Europeans. Some form of mixed revenue has been the reality for most Western
European broadcasters prior to the commercial deluge. Where the commitment to public
subsidy has been strongest, public service broadcasting has remained more firmly entrenched.

Countries in which public service broadcasters have been able to maintain sorhe
independentce from the state, or which have been able to ensure some degree of equality of
representation in their coverage of politics, have been berter able to defend the ideals of public
service, by and large. The political arrangements of broadcasting in Northern Europe, in
particular in Scandinavia, have ensured that the traditional public service model has been
defended most rigorously. What some have labelled ‘savage deregiilation’ A:m.m@cﬁm 1995) has
been more apparent where public perceptions of the state and its intervention in broadcasting
have been most negative. In Southersi Europe — primarily Spain, Greece, Portugal and Italy -
the new commercial order has advanced more quickly as a consequence of public sgrvice
broadcasting’s close association with years of auchoritarian government of clientelism. It also
explains why the advance of commercial broadcasters in these countries is closely tiéd to the
importance of news and political information at the centre of the media agenda.

Crucially there is the matcer of public and political support for the ideals ahd objectives of
public service broadcasting. Western European countijes which are miore culturally
hoinogeneous, ahd have experienced 2 long period of political consensus in the post-war
years, have bech better able to provide more sturdy folindations for public service
wwom&n\aamm The moﬂmw democratic é&mﬁm scates of Northern Europe contrast noticeably
with the more Muowsnmmw arid ideologically divided polities of Southetn Europe. Serving the
nation, building a national culture and maintaining balance and objectivity in news mb&
political reporting are mote straightforward in a climate of culrural homogeneity and political
consensus. Popular suppart for the process of public enlightenment is another imporrant
factor. Social democracy in Scandidavia emphasized the importance of education as well as
the role of radio and television iri serving as the ‘social cement” during periods of change
(Sondergaard 1996: 12). Dahlgren (2000) relates how the Social Democratic Pasty’s
implementation in Sweden of the folkheim’ — the people’s home — with its emplyasis on
economic and social security and opportunity for all citizens, shaped the stfucture and output
of the media. In such circumstances mass commercial culture was seen as ‘vulgal, if not
downright threatening to an enlightened democracy’ (Sondergaard 1996: 11). Thus it is pot
surptising that in response to the efforts of the Norwegian Broadcasting Oo%cﬁﬂo: (NRK)
to adapt to the new compegitive environment in the mid-1980s, there was a ‘publig ourcry at
what was seen as a trividlisation of television susput’ (Syvertsen 1991: 105).
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Based on these factors, it is possible to suggest that whart is happening to public service
broadcasting in Western Europe is far more varied and complex than the picture of an
impending process of eclipse painted by some commensators. To examine these variazions in
more detail, comparison is made between what has happened in Scandinavian countries and
in the countries of Southern Europe, and betweer two of the big players in Western
Eurepean media systefns, France and Germany.

Northern exposures

Scandinavia has been exposed to the forces of the new commercial broadcasting order as much
as elsewhere in Western Europe, bur until the late 1980s the Nordic countries had maintained
their public service broadcasting monopoly with only minor adjustments (see Bondebjerg and
Bono 1996). The case of Denmark is typical (see Holm 1998; Sondergaard 1996; Bondebjerg
1996; Petersen and Siune 1997). One institution — Danmarks Radio (DR) — had 2 monopoly
on radio and television broadcasting until 1983, with a single television channel, which
broadcast six hours every day, mmmmm which 50 per cent of the programmes were news and
culture. The monopoly was broken wher focal hroadcasting began on an experimental basis in
1983, leading, in 1988, to the creation of a second channel, TV 2, which carried both national
and regional television. TV 2 has been desciibed as a “reaction to the challenge from foreign
channels broadcast to Denmatk via satellicé and | . . cable’ (Petersen and Siune 1997: 36). This
channel was funded by advertising and the licence fee from the ourset. By the beginning of the
new miflennium both the amount of relevision and television viewing had increased in

Denmark. The ewo terrestrial channels, DR and TV 2, have been joined by TV 3, a wholly

commercial channel, broadcast by sarellite from London to all of Scandinavia, and exempt from

national laws, and by DR 2, a satellite channel set up by the public service broadcaster to reach
the younger and better-educated segments of the @owamaow.. Since 1997 local television in
Denmari has been allowed to network and is now calied TV Denmark, behaving, in effect, like
a third terrestrial channel. It is a commercial channel. Cable peneuarion is high in Denmark
(around 60 per cent), which allows Danes access to many foreign TV channels. Thus from a
single channel 12 years ago, the Danish viewer today is presented with 2 variety of channels.
The result is that the Danish public spends more time waiching television — viewing has
doubled in the last decade. Danishi channels are warched much more than fortign channels.
DR is watched by around 25 per cenit of the audience, TV 2 by about 35 per tent, with the
remaining 40 per cent split between the other channels (Tufte 1999: 86). The growth of
commercial practices has had an impact on programme contens. Fictional programmes grew
rapidly in the carly 1990s; for a fully commercial operation, such as TV 3, this category
accounts for more than 80 per cent of output. Bus such programming also increased on the
other channels — nearly 50 per cent of TV 2 and 30 per cent of DR was devoted to
entertainment and fictional programming in the mid-1990s. w@ném programmes, however,
have also increased. Petersen and Siune (1996: 45) describe Danes as ‘news freaks’. fn 1996
one-third of the population watched the main néws on TV 2, while nearly 50 per cent tuned
in for the main bulletin later on DR. By 2000 the amount of news in prime time had
increased on both channels, rising on TV 2 from 17.7 per cent of output in 1995 to 22.3 per

cent iz 2000, and on DR from 19. 4 per cent to 26.9 per cent for the same years { fyllands
Posten, 15 February 2000). (Figures are based on prime-timie viewing — 6 p.m. o 11 p.m. —
from 18 to 23 January in the years stated.} News has become more central to the ,
programming policy of both channels as the entertainment content has declined, for example,
series {mainly soaps) fell berween 1991 and 2000 from 21.5 per cent to 3.9 per cent on DR,
and from 15.2 per cent to 3.6 per cent on TV 2. .

The growing amount of news on Danish television has been accompanied by 2 debare
about the nature of news programming. A recent study of Danish TV news found ﬁ.rmn TV
newscasts today are more likely to contain shorter items and more feature material (Hjarvard
1999). The increased sensationalism of news reporting, with more focus on conflice and
scandal, crime, ‘soft news' and news presentation, in terms of style and angles, has been
identified by other researchers as a change in Danish news (cited in Brants and Siune 1997:
138}. The Media Committee — set up by the government in 1994 to monitor the state of the
Danish media - identified politically relevant information on TV news as having become
‘sporadic and incoherent’ (Holm: 1998). Some journalists argue rhat these changes mean that
‘television as 2 medium is just now coming of age in Denrnark’ {quoted in Graham-Holm
1999). They contend thaz Danish television in the pubtic service era was simply ‘radio with
pictures’. Bondebjerg (1996: 51) refers to the “ideology of ov_.mQWSJ\ which made ir difficulr
to produce investigative and in-depth journalistic programmes’. He welcorhes the growth of
‘more perspnal and controversial forms of documentary’ since the 1980s. In 1988 DR -
follgwed a year later by TV 2 ~ established 2 documentary group whose onl Iy function was to
develop documentaries. Despite recent cuts in DR’s documengary group, the result has been
high ratings, international recognition and documentasies becoming a moéﬂ?_ element in
modern Daiish television culture’ (Bondebjerg 1996: 54). The two main tracks developed in
these documentaries have been the first person participanit observation and investigative
reporting. The decline of government intervention and the loosening of party affilfations in
broadcasting appears to have provided an impetus to the %q&o@ﬁmg of a more
independent, personal and critical journalism.

The situation in Denmark is reflected to a greater or lesser éxtent in other Northern
European broadcasting systems. The shift in the schedules as a tesult of commercialization
and deregulation has been gradual. The emphasis is still on news and current affairs, which
have adapted to the new realities of the market on their own terms and in accordance with
what Danish audiences want, within the paramerters of Danish society and its mb&:_obm
Similar developments are observable in Norwdy (see Syvertsen 1992) and Sweden (see Djerf-
Pierte 2000). There is evidence to show that trends in Northern Europe do not support the
mmmcwﬂnwﬂwrwﬁ is a convergence in the coriterit of television. Resedrch indicaces that across
the Nordic region news, current affairs, docurnentary and domestic fiction have increased on
public service televisions {Siune and Hulten 1999; McQuail 1998). It is also the case that
public service critetia have been incorporated into the new commercial channels in |
Scandinavia, in particular in relation to the diversity and quality of programming policy
commitments. While television in Northern Europe has had to change in response to the
pressures of commercialization and deregulation, this change is characterized as a
‘modernization’ of the concepr of public service rather than its demise.



Due south

The ethos of public service has never been as deeply ensconced in Southern Eiirope as it has
been in the Nordic nations. The sharp decline of the public broadcaster is a noticeable feature
of this part of Europe. Within the very first year of L»m:. operation, 1989, two private
entertainment channels, Mega Channel and Antenna TV, dominated Greek television
(Papathanassopoulos 1997). ,J.ﬁ public channels saw a steady erosion of their audience,
falling from 61.6 per cent of viewess in 1989 to 7.9 per cent by 1995; by 1997 their
cumulative debr was reported as 45 million drachmas. Similar experiences aré found in Spain
and Portugal. In Spain RTVE built up huge debts, which were covered by the government as
its audience plumnieted from 76.6 per cent of the television viewing matket in 1990 10 34
per cent by 1997 (Lopez et al. 1999: 353). In Portugal the rwo channels of public broadcaster
Radiotelevisao Portuguesa (RTP} could claim just over 39 per cent of viewers by 1996, having
collapsed from a near monopoly of the national audience in 1993 (Rui Cadima and
Braumann 1999).

The dejnise of the public broadcaster in Southern ¥urope Las been accompanied by a
shift in the nature of mmwmnmﬁwinm. The rise in the mm_ﬁvﬂ. of ﬁ&nﬁmwoa_ hours has seen the
growth of cheap-and-cheerful programming. Traquiha (1995) has shown how soaps and quiz
shows came to dominate the méin public service channel, RIT 1, in Porsugal following the
introduction of commercial nm_n&&owp. He found that in 1993 entertainment programines
(films, soaps and game shows) were more prevalent in prime time on the main public service
channel than on the two main commercial channels. The three genres took up 68 per cent of
prime-time programping on RTP 1. The output of Greelt zelevision has also seen an increase
of game shows, soap operas and films. This has led critics w0 describe private channels as
‘glorified versions of tabloid newspapers’ (Papathanassopoulos 1997: 362). The sluggish
response of the public television channels to such fare was one of the miain reasons behind
their decline. In Spain the artival of private television channels produced a ‘serious shortage of
programmes’, which threw the industry inco a ‘state of grear uncertainty’ (Vilches 1996). By
1995 fiction, films and TV drama accounted for 43 per cent of the total output of Spanish
television. The influx of North American and foreign programming has been 2 noticeable
feature of the situation in ail these countries. For example, of all the films shown on Spanish
television in 1994, 58 per cent were American {de Mateo 1997: 205). However, the
unsestricted competition in the television market in these countries has led to spirlling
upwards of the cost of programmes and programine-making, which has hampered the
development of the service. There are too many stations and channels for che relatively small
domestic advertising market. In Portugal, to ease this situation, in 1997 the government
decided to remove advertising from the second public channel and reduce its amount on
RTP 1. The insufficiency of advertising revenue to cover the financial needs of operators has
resulted in the rising cost of bought-in programmnes as channels compete for their purchase.
The resule is that for much of the pesiod since deregulation the general state of the tclevision
business in Southern Europe — with some exceptions — has been very precarious. Both private
and public channels have made considerable losses and the production of ‘qualicy’
programumes, that is, high-cost productions, has suffered.

The fate of public television in woﬁ?ﬁm Eurbpe is intimately tled to a history of excessive
direct state control over the media, In all three countries discussed above broadcasting was
regarded as an arm of the state until the mid-1970s. Public service was compromised M_&w
mm:nwnmucm using television as an instrument of propagahda and potitical interest. The
underdevelopment of civil society ehsured that momﬁrﬁmwﬁm focused on what was politically
expedient. Papathanassopoules (1997: 3G5) argues that in Greece the &QmmLmnom was a ‘knee
jerk reaction to the politics of the time and to electoral speculation rather than a response to the
needs of the industry’. Syngellakis (1997) explains how the chaotic system of maﬂmmcwmmm&
television was introduced in response to the internal electoral needs of the socialist government
of the dzy 4nd the pressures being exerted on Greece to adjust rapidiy to the norms of
democracy in order to ensure its membership of the Eufppean Community. A similar situation
was found in Porrugal and Spain, as miedia Jnterests and owners made their deals wirh
politiclans, steeped in the tradition of the state intervening directly in the business of television
wmnn, Traquina 1995; Bustamente 1989). The use of television as an ﬁmbmmEBn:m outlived the
authoritarian military régimes. In Greece, for example, director generals of the public service
broadcaster; ERT, changed on averdge every 12 months, well into the 1990s
(Papdthanassopoulos 1997: 364). Deregulation and privatization were fuelled by the desite to
remove the shackles of dictatorship and the need to demoeratize. However, the a.m%acv ofa
strong cencralized state and political clientelism ensured that changes in the structure of
television were slow to develop (see¢ Papatheodorou and Machin 2003). When they did, the
discredited public service broadcasters found it difficult ra mainsain the loyalry of their yiewers.

The deregulatior: of television in Southern Europe has thus coincided with freeing it from
¢he dead hand of direct state intervention. Starved of non-goveinmental news for so long has
meant thar there exists a considerable popular demand for news and information
programmes. News is central to the output of both private and public stations. In Greece ofie
of the advantages of dereguilatioh is thar ‘contemporary TV news is faster, less boring and, at
least, the newscasters are what they are supposed to be — not readers of the government's
announcernents as they were in the past’ (Papathanassopoulos 1997: 361). Private channels,
in particular, have responded to the public demand for news. In Portugal, from the very early
days, the private channels carried a considerable amount of information programming in
prinie time — more than their public service comperitor (Traquina 1995: 231-2). News has
also featured in Spain, with both the public and the newly autonomaus regional television
channels devoting a significant part of their outpur to the genre (sec Lopez et al. 1999), ﬁ&ﬁm
Syngellakis (1997) stares that ‘Greek relevision programming is dominated by fews and A
{nformatior’. The growth of entertainment an television in most of Southern Europe has
been accompanied by parallel growth of news and information. However, the jack of an
investigative tradition of womaw.&wmﬁ has retarded the development of a critical television
journalism that challenges the entrenched power of the established political parties.

Franco-German differences

At the hearr of Europe the clash between ‘northerr’ and ‘scuthern’ responses to deregulation
and commercialization has been encapsulated by the changes in the broadcasting systems in



Germany and France. Two of the ‘big three’ players in Western European broadcasting have
taken different paths in adapting to the new broadcasting order. In both countries
broadcasting was a public monopoly until the mid-1980s; the break-up of the public service
monopoly took a different form in each. Following the introduction of competition in the
eatly 1980s, France embarked on a radical change when, in 1986, the Chirac government -
initiated the transfer of TF 1, the leading public service channel, into private hands. The
channel was sold to a consortdum headed by the Bouygues construction cgmpany. One of the
consequences of this development was the eventual demise in 1992 of La Cing, one of the
commercial channels introduced by the socialisr government in 1985, Thus it was not only
the channels that remained in the public secror, Antenne 2 and FR 3, that were affected, but
some of the early commercial operators suffered too: Humphreys (1996: 233) highlights the
lessons of the French expetience for ‘headstrong free marketéers and privatizers’: more
channels compese for limited adverfising revenue which increases competition for
programmes and media stars, drivirdg up costs and eventually m.acnn&nw wﬂonmw margias and
resulting in bankruptcy. The search for cheaper programmes is part of this scenario; through
the process of deregulation it adopted, France put considerable pressure on itk indigenous
production base. The decline of French-sourced production came at a time when the French
government was leading European efforts to resist the flow of US matetial into the contineat.
The success of Canal Plus, a pay-for mmownmmﬁgmm channel, which up to 1997 was received in
6 million French households, attests to viewers’ perceptions of the contént of ﬁmﬁmmﬁ_m_
television in France.

The situation in Germany saw the integrity of public service television maintained for
longer. The decision of the Federal Constitutional Court in 1981 o mmnm the public monopoly
paved the way for the growth of commercial channels from 1984 onwards, After some inirial
problems the new commereial channels started to gain ground slowly and from 1992 the
pubdic service channels had lost their wOmﬂoz as marker leaders (Hickethier 1996: 113~14).
With viewing figures declining, its limited share of advertising revenue falling and the
government refusing to raise the licence fee, Germah public service broadcasting went into
crisis in the mid-1990s. This gave rise ro a national debate, in which calls were made for the
discontinuation of the main channel, ARD (Hickethier 1996: 115). By the late 19905
Germany had six main TV channels, three public and three commercial, sharing almost
equally 80 per cent of the total audience {Tunstall and Machin 1999: 198}. However, there is
no evidence that the content of the public sérvice channels Tmm come to mirrgr that of the
commercial stations. There is much more news and information on the forméer: ARD and
ZDE the two an&mm public channels, broddcast 40 per cent and 44 per cent, respectively,
information programmes on a 24-hour basis, compared to 14 per cent for the two lfeading
commercial channels (McQuail 1998: 122). Public service has consolidated its position
without copying the formats of commercial television. Hickethier (1996: 117) argues that
public television was able 1o strengthen its position by adopting a twofold strategy: the
expansion of serial-making and the augmentation of news. More up-to-the-minute reporting,
the introducton of news specials and more in-depth coverage of world events were
emphasized. The amount of news remained stable on public service television between 1985
and 1995, at about 18 per cent, while on the commiercial channels its presence in prime time

has dropped considerably, to berween 4 and 5 per cent (McQuail 1998: 122). While che style
and mode of presentation of news on both services has become similar, there is evidence to
show that in recent yedrs ttews output on the commercial chaninels hai conte to resembie thar
of the public broadcasters. There has been a decline of *human interest’ stories on RT1 and
SAT 1, the leading private channels, and both commercial and m&vrn broadcasters have
increased the number of polirical stories on the news (McQuail 1998: 122). In her mﬁc&\ of
German television in the eari y 1990s, Pletsch (1996) found thar the amount of political
informarion o both services had increased. She concluded thay ‘private chasiriels caughr up
with public channels regarding the contents of political iriformation EET the public channels
caught up with the commercial channels in their presentation formarts’ (Pfetsch 1996: 446).

‘For Hickethier {1996: 118} what has happened with rews and political repdrting on German

television is one aspect of how commercial broadcasting is being influenced by che public
service model.

The differences between the sinjation in France and Germany can be attribuced to a range
of factars. However, the relationship between poliricians and policy-makers and the media
was importane. Partisan political control dominated the development of French television. De
Gaulle used to govern by television; an astute media performer, he ensured that his opponents
were denied access to airtime, as well as packing all the key positions in broadcasting with his
closest allies. Nothing much has changed since his departure from the scene. Successive
presidents of both the left and right have used television to pursue their own advantage. The
decisions of the 1980s, to introduce commercial television and privatize TE 1, were the
products of short-term political opportunism. Mitterrand’s decision to aliow two private
channels was derermined by his concerns about losing che 1986 legislative elections. Placing
these channels inn the hands of his supporters, he hoped to fend off defear. As Kuhn (1995:
175) notes, the legacy of governments pursuing their own political intefest has been ‘ro the
detriment of the implementition of the public service ethos’. In Germany the establishmens
of broadcasting was underwritten by the efforts to use the media as insttuments of d democracy.
The lessons of the Third Reich taught post-war German governments that vHOmmnmmmmm
should be secured ‘against capture by either the state or sectional interests’ (quoted in Negririe
1998: 226). The political re-education programme in Germany enhanged popular support for
broadcasting encouraging social diversicy and established regulatory sttuctures to ensure that
this goal was enforced. This firmly cemented public service broadcasting intd foundations of
political, admiipistrative and public supporrt, which has enabled the model to exett jes
Emmmﬁnm over the development of commercial television in Germany.

Public service and the digital révolution

Digitalizatioh promises § furcher radical changes in the nature of European broadcasting, It
enhances the capacity to deliver more TV pictukes via satellite, cable or terrestrial
rrarismission, further increasing the number of channels available for viewers. It holds out the
possibility of changing not oply the way in which television and radio are delivered; but alsp
how viewers interact with what they see and hear. A variety of services, from shopping to
telephony; television to banking, can now be delivered via one set-top box, making today’s



television receivers obsolete. Through interactive deviges it allgws viewers more consrol over
what they see and when (see Murdock 2000). Digitalization poses 2 further challenge to
public service broadcasting; however, the challenge varies across Western Europe.
Kleinsteuber {1998) draws attention to the different rates ar which new media technology is
taken up in Europe. Some countries have high cable and satellite penetration — Scandinavia,
Germany and the Benelux countries (Belgium is hearly totdlly cabled). Other countries, such
as Iraly, Portugal and Greece, have po significant cable take-up. Nations such as Britain,
France and Spain have only recently come to cable and sagellite. The varying degrees of
penetration have implications for the development of digital television. Whether more than a
small elite of viewers will rake advantage remains a matter of speculadion. It is clear thart the
pace of the introduction of the new rechrology will vary across Europe. The ability and
willingness of viewers to pay for their television services will also be a dererminant. Digital
television can be free and some public service broadeasters ate experimenting with such a
digital service — for example, in Germany and Iraly. But in addirion to payments for the
relevant apparatus to receive the service, it is likely that many of the new channels offered will
be by subscription. In certain parts of Western Europe viewers have shown themselves to be
reluctant to pay for their television. Pay-T'V struggles where the range of ‘free television” is
wide. In Germany and Ialy, for example, such services have met with fimited success, while
in Britain and France, with a limited number of channels, pay-TV chapnels such as Canal
Plus and BSkyB have been very successful. Thus the market for the take-up of new digital
services is highly fragmented.

There is still much uncertainty abour the potental of the new digital technology. In
addition o uncertainty about the level of market demand for the new digital setvices,
Chalaby and Segelt (1999} highlight the increased competition thrown up, the pace of
technological progress and the exact nature of convergence. With technology producing an
increasingly unpredictable broadcasting environment, the risks for investors and producers are
multiplied. Such is the extent of these risks that several authors identify a small number of the
largest media corporations in Europe as crucial to the growth of digital television
{Kleinsteuber 1998; Murdock 2000; Papathanassopoulos 2002). Only these companies will
be able and willing to take on the risks, as the costs of developing such technology are high
(Papathanassopoulos 2002: 36-7); their successes in the past have been attributed in some
part to their willingness to gamble on the future. But even ‘inveterate gamblers” such as
Rupert Murdoch are aware of the huge risks associated with the digital revolution. Europe’s
leading media players, including BSkyB, Carfal Plus, Bertelsmann and CLT, have cooperated
in planning for the future of television (Papathanassopoulos 2002: 38). Public service
broadcasters face considejable obstacles in entering the digital world (Kleinsteuber 1998: 72).
Huge costs are incurred in converting to the new nnﬂrso_mmw and purchasing new equipment
to be ready for the switch-off of the piresent analogue service. What is also certain is that in 2
new digital world more programmes will be needed ro fill up the increased space on our
relevision sets. Competition for these programmes will drive up costs, particularly of popular
programme formats such as films mw&,mwnﬁ. With finances limited by the public funding, and
declining audience share making it difficult to justify the continued use df public money,
public broadcasters will serugggle. In the future the large media conglomerates are likely to

strengthen their hold over the European communications industries and exert more influence
over the television market, with the likely consequence of further weakening of the public
service model.

Conclusion

Following the deregulation of Western European broadcasting in the late 1970s and early
1980s, new commercial television channels arid new commercial forces have established
themselves in the television marker. The consequence of this has been to undermine the
system of public service broadcasting that had dominated European television in the post-war
period, National responses to these nWmmmg have varied. In some parts of Europe che public
service ethos has proven more resilient. How broadcasting systems adapt o the new
condirtions depends on 4 series of domestic factors, including the strength of national cultures,
the financial regimes for funding broadcasting, popular attitudes to information, education
and entersainment, the relationship between broadcasting and the state and the attitudes of
policy-makers. In countries where policy-makers, programme-makers and viewers have had
an understanding of and commitment o public service, deregulation has been unncEﬁuEnm.
by specific obligations or programme content and quality. Hence in countries such as
Germany and Denmark we are more appropriately tatking about re-regulation, with public
service commitments surviving, albeit in a different form. In other countries, where no
obligations have been placed on public or private broadcasters to broadcast particular kinds of
programimes of meet quota requirements for domestic produgtion, public s service has
withered. But everywhere public service broadcasting has chariged. Now mhm:nm_ technology
threaten$ to change it further. At the heart of this change is whether broadcasters delivering a
diversity of programming, including programmes essential to the operation of the political
process, have a future in the modern broadcasting era.

(This chapter is an amended and rewritten version of Demise or Renewal: The dilemma of publis
seruice relevision in weistern Europe, which firss appeared in Bromley M. {ed. ), 2001, No News is
Bad News: Radio, Televisioh and the Public, London: Longman.)



