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In response to the call from the Directorate-General for Information Society and Media of 
the European Commission to make observations to the Media Pluralism – what should 
be the European Union’s role? issues paper: 
 
OBSERVATIONS FROM OPEN CHANNELS FOR EUROPE! 
 
Supported by: 
 
Institute of Local Television - UK 
ACTO – local public service television directory – UK 
The Broadcasting Trust – UK 
NEXUS, Ireland 
Federation of Open Channels in Germany 
 
“Maintaining and developing media pluralism is crucial for the democratic process in 
the Member States as well as in the European Union as a whole. The European Union 
is committed to protecting media pluralism as well as the right to information and 
freedom of expression enshrined in Article 11 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights. 
Similar provisions are included in Article 10 of the Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.”  
Opening paragraph of Media Pluralism – what should be the European Union’s role? 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Individuals, voluntary associations, social and local geographic communities do not have 
equality of access to broadcast television media across the countries of the European Union. 
(See Appendix I)  
 
Open Channels for Europe! is a European wide association established in 1997 to represent 
the interests of local, community and open access channels in Europe together with the 
interests of those European associations which have yet to secure local, access and open 
channels from their governments.  

Open Channels for Europe! e.V. 
Sitz: Berlin 
Geschäftsstelle: 
Voltastr. 5 ● D-13355 Berlin 
 

 Bankverbindung: 
Berliner Sparkasse 
BLZ: 100 500 00 
Konto-Nr.: 63 62 98 10 

 Tel.: +49 30 46 40 05-0 
Fax:  +49 30 46 40 05 98 
Email: info@open-channels.org 
Web: www.open-channels.org 
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The countries of northern Europe with developed cable infrastructure have made 
longstanding provision to include local, community and open television while many new 
entrants into the European Union have enabled local and community terrestrial TV services 
to flourish over the last decade.  
 
Other countries (notably France and Spain) are making provision for small-scale community, 
municipal and local channels in their digital terrestrial television (DTT) provisions.  
 
DTT offers an opportunity for the poorly cabled countries in the EU to offer a similar level of 
access for local, community, municipal and open TV services. (see Appendix II for technical 
solution for universal local DTT in a proposal made to the UK government).  
 
Open Channels for Europe! is a European wide association which believes that there is no 
true democracy without media democracy. We call upon the EU to ensure equality of 
provision for local, community and open channels across Europe. 
 
OCE! – THE BERLIN DECLARATION 1997 
 
We, the participants of the congress "Open Channels for Europe!" 
 

- SUPPORT the principles stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
UN Declaration on the right to development, and welcome the Amsterdam Protocol to 
the Treaty of the European Union 

 
- AFFIRM that, in the spirit of Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights, 

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the MacBride 
Commission, the right to communicate - including the right to expression - must be 
recognised and defended as inalienable for individuals and peoples and as 
indispensable to the democratisation of societies 

 
- AFFIRM that, in the sense of The People's Communication Charter, communication 

should contribute to the empowerment of people to defend human dignity, equality 
and liberty against pervasive forms of censorship, distorted and misleading 
information, stereotyped images of gender and race, restricted access to knowledge, 
and insufficient channels to communicate their ideas and opinions 

 
- AFFIRM that guaranteed and non-discriminatory access for the public to all means of 

communication are essential to the creation and preservation of a democratic process 
leading to a cohesive Europe built and sustained by its inhabitants 

 
- VIEW the ongoing pursuit of deregulation and liberalisation policies in media and 

communication; the continued growth of poverty, unemployment and exclusion as the 
increasing risk for reinforcing nontransparent, elitist and undemocratic trends in 
Europe. 

 
Based on the above, we 
 

- COMMIT ourselves to building a European coalition for citizen's media as part of a 
global movement for media equity and democratic communication structures. This 
coalition will encourage and strengthen the effort among groups working at national 
level, as well as develop and consolidate their cooperation. The coalition will also 
advocate on a European level the non-discriminatory access for the public to all 
means of communication as an essential part of the civil right to free expression. 
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- CALL UPON the European Parliament and the European Commission, as well as 
national parliaments and governments in Europe, to recognise that people's direct 
access to information and participation in community television and radio and open 
channels are indispensable to democratic societies. They are essential for the 
development, preservation and integration of cultural identity and national, regional 
and community identities. Thus they are an important part of the foundation for a 
Europe for all people. 

 
- DEMAND that in Europe, as well as on a local and regional level, an adequate legal 

and economic framework be created which will guarantee for the public non 
discriminatory access to all means of communication, all relevant public information 
and institutions, media policy decisions making processes, and appropriate forms of 
expression. 

 
Amendment made at the 1998 Open Channels for Europe conference in Lund Sweden 
November 1 1998: 
 
Integration 
 
Integration is a personal acceptance of others as they are and an 
expectation that they will accept us as we are. In order to make this possible we have to 
meet, see and listen to each other. 
 
Open Channels for Europe! will endorse the right of every individual to have the freedom of 
speech and expression. At the same time we will respect and accept each other's culture, 
beliefs, abilities and race and will build on and support each other's skills and resources. 
 
Open Channels for Europe! will strive to provide individuals with appropriate tools and 
access to media which will enable them to excercise their freedoms of speech and 
expression. 
 
Open Channels for Europe! will serve as a platform and network to share information. 
 
From The Berlin Declaration the following paragraph represents the Open Channels for 
Europe! call to the EU for intervention on behalf of Media Pluralism:- 
 
The [OCE!] coalition ….. advocates on a European level the non-discriminatory access 
for the public to all means of communication as an essential part of the civil right to 
free expression. 
 
Call upon the European Parliament and the European Commission, as well as national 
parliaments and governments in Europe, to recognise that people's direct access to 
information and participation in community television and radio and open channels 
are indispensable to democratic societies. They are essential for the development, 
preservation and integration of cultural identity and national, regional and community 
identities. Thus they are an important part of the foundation for a Europe for all 
people. 
 
Demand that in Europe, as well as on a local and regional level, an adequate legal and 
economic framework be created which will guarantee for the public non 
discriminatory access to all means of communication, all relevant public information 
and institutions, media policy decision making processes, and appropriate forms of 
expression. 
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As the technical infrastructure of cable and DTT expands across Europe with timetables for 
DTT conversion watched closely by the EU Open Channels for Europe! calls for the new 
digital technologies to enable individuals and communities to have access for internal 
communications and for communications by communities across European frontiers.  
 
APPENDIX I  

Assessing opportunities for local digital TV across Europe 
 

TABLE: 
 
                             No. local        Local channel 
Country               channels        TV households              digital                 cable % TV               satellite % TV 
                                                     ratio1000s            switchover date           households              households 
 
Austria 53 1:61 2012 28 45 
Belgium 22 1:200 2010 92 small 
(French & Flemish) 
Croatia 5 1:296 n/k n/k n/k 
Czech Republic 17 1:188 n/k n/k n/k 
Denmark 18 1:130 n/k 45 21 
Estonia 7 1:77 n/k 33 37 
Finland 57 1:40 2007 26 n/k 
France 112 1:199 2010 16 40 
(France digital plan) 1:22   
Germany 95 1:351 2010 80 7.5 
Greece 53 1:66 n/k n/k n/k 
Hungary 22 1:168 2010-14 52 n/k 
Ireland 3 1:400 2010-15 15 25 
Italy 120 1:177 2006 - 1.5 23 
Latvia 24 1:33 2006 - 25 n/k 
Lithuania 26 1:58 n/k n/k n/k 
Netherlands   
        public 300 1:22 2007- 80 9 
        commercial 226 1:30 2007- 80 9 
Norway 29 1:68 2008 85 small 
Poland 32 1:384 2014 31 8 
Portugal 0 n/a 2010 25 n/k 
Slovakia 75 1:25 2005- 30 n/k 
Slovenia 35 1:183 2015 44 n/k 
Spain 1000 1:19 2010 16 25 
Sweden 28 1:142 2005- 50 n/k 
Switzerland 47 1:62 2015 80 n/k 
Turkey 170 1:117 n/k n/k n/k 
United Kingdom 10 1:2,480 2012 14.5 30 
 
Notes: ‘Local TV’ here includes local, community and open channels and stations. n/k = not known 
 
The figures in the Table have been sourced mostly from www.obs.int/db/persky/eu.html and 
individual country-related websites. 
 
For purposes of discussion and clarification there was a limited circulation of this Table in 
Kosice in June 2005 at a workshop at the 11th International Local Television Broadcasters 
Festival titled ‘How to set up a local digital TV network’. The Table requires further cross 
checking not least for accuracy with local TV organisations in each country. However, results 
of the informal enquiry among those countries represented in Slovakia suggest that the 
German figure under-represents the number of small commercial TV stations that have been 
set in former East Germany while 350 local stations have started in Serbia, 14 in Nis alone. 
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There is some difficulty in obtaining information purely on local TV in Europe - partly because 
‘local TV’ covers a multitude of service types as well as a range of scales of service: and in 
addition we might understand ‘scale’ to mean ‘number of viewers’ or ‘geographical area’ 
covered. The Table is therefore not meant as an accurate picture of local, community and 
access TV in Europe - so much as a blurry snapshot indicating general availability of local TV 
services.  
 
The Table is also a guide to the European countries where local forms of digital terrestrial 
television (local DTT) could grow rapidly over the next five to ten years.  
 
The first column in the Table lists the total of local/access and community TV stations or 
channels in each country.  
 
In a few cases this total includes some smaller regional TV services and where available 
open or access channels. For brevity only I’ll call all these small-scale channels or stations 
‘local channels’ regardless of their scale, ownership or social character.  
 
Over the last two decades in northern Europe local TV has grown rapidly on cable but in the 
next decade growth in local TV will be most evident on DTT (digital terrestrial television).  
 
The second column in the table provides a very rudimentary number – this indicates the 
number of TV households in thousands per local channel in each country. I’d be happy to 
take some suggestions on how we might refine this figure – or find an alternative means of 
comparison between countries because this second column offers a crude comparison. It 
does not describe the scale of any local channel, rather it looks at stations per head of 
population taken across each country’s TV households. Rather than this providing us with an 
answer, perhaps it is important to think how we might characterise the question that we need 
to consider. How can we make a sensible comparison of the local TV emphasis between the 
European countries?  
 
For now though – the second column will do, and when these figures are taken together with 
other factors such as cable and satellite take-up this second column in the Table permits 
some conjecture about where local TV has already developed and where new growth might 
be expected – or encouraged – as a result of each country’s commitment to the introduction 
of DTT over the next decade.  
 
At one extreme in this second column the UK seems to have over 2 million households for 
every one of its local TV channels. The scale of reach of the UK’s local channels is nothing 
like as big as this, because comparatively there is a scarcity of local channels in the UK. In 
other countries – in Finland for example – we can see from the Table that there is one local 
TV station for every 40,000 TV households – or very, very roughly one local station for every 
100,000 individual viewers. When the number of channels gets larger the relation of the 
number of channels to number of TV households does not look so daft. Universal access to 
local TV is perhaps something we can come back to in discussion. 
 
For a more detailed look at what each local TV service offers I would recommend this 
website - http://www.obs.coe.int/db/persky/eu.html   
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II 
In Europe we find densely and loosely populated countries, and we also see that local TV 
has a role in serving rural as well as urban communities. Both these population types are 
served by cable as well as by analogue terrestrial television. For example, Galicia in northern 
Spain features small town terrestrial TV services as well as rural municipal and commercial 
services - with paid staff, while similarly populated town and rural communities in Sweden 
have open channels running on cable staffed largely by volunteers.   
 
The highly populated Netherlands offers the highest density of commercial and open local TV 
channels, a ratio of one local public channel per twenty two thousand TV households and 
one local commercial channel per thirty thousand TV households.   
 
Yet Spain appears to better the high cable based local TV household ratio of The 
Netherlands with a reputed thousand local channels already running on analogue terrestrial 
in VHF and UHF while the government plans here suggest these numbers will continue in 
local DTT.  
 
Local terrestrial TV in Spain has benefited from the national and regional governments’ 
holding back from imposing regulation and prosecution of local TV, with the status of many 
local TV transmissions in a legal-limbo – which in practice means unlicensed services are not 
hounded off-air unless they cause interference to more dominant broadcasters.  
 
In contrast The Netherlands’ media landscape is more regulated but has the benefit of very 
high levels of cable take-up, offering capacity for local and open services combined with a 
political enthusiasm for freedom of expression apparent since the 1980s - see the 
penultimate column in the Table for cable take-up.  
 
‘Access’ or ‘open’ cable channels have been much in evidence in North America since the 
1970s arriving in Europe with cable in the 1980s. But in the 1990s it has been local TV 
services in southern and eastern Europe – often countries with a poor or underdeveloped 
cable infrastructure – which have caught up with the cabled countries in northern Europe.   
 
Without cable local TV ambitions elsewhere in Europe were thought confined by the limited 
availability of spare analogue terrestrial television frequencies. Yet while this explanation was 
proffered in some countries as a universal principle, this justification for excluding local TV 
does not sit well with the terrestrial developments evident over the last decade throughout 
much of un-cabled Europe. 
 
Local TV growth in the last decade is no more evident in the longstanding social democratic 
countries than in those countries with a more conservative or centralised administration. 
‘Freedom of expression’ was enshrined in postwar broadcasting policies based on the 
American constitution and introduced into Europe in the ‘liberated’ countries.  But a diverse 
local TV, radio and Press have also been introduced by liberating and democratising 
consultancies or agencies in countries which till recent times formed part of the Eastern Bloc 
and former Yugoslavia. Taken over the long term European countries have not always come 
to see the benefit of ‘open channels’ from their own historical governmental and political 
points of view.  
 
The immediate future will see an expansion of local and open channels on digital terrestrial 
television. Most countries in Europe have committed to start the roll-out of digital TV by 2007-
8 and those with a plan in place expect to have switched entirely from analogue to digital 
transmission by 2015.  
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The two European governments that have so far made a public commitment to local digital 
TV - Spain and France - have proposed capacity in their DTT roll-out to accommodate a 
large number of local channels. It is vital that local channels are planned as part of the 
switchover from analogue to digital – and not left till after switchover. 
 
The countries with the strongest potential for local TV growth in the next few years are those 
where DTT will be the main provider of multi-channel television services.  
 
Many viewers who are linked to satellite - at least on their main TV sets - will not receive a 
local service. So we would need to refine the column two figure in the Table in order to 
account for the impact of satellite homes on our TV households – we would need to discount 
those households only receiving TV direct from satellite. 
 
The UK, France and Spain are the largest countries in the EU where cable and satellite are 
not the dominant means of delivering TV and where a growth in local DTT as part of DTT 
roll-out can be anticipated – these countries have cable penetration varying from 14.5-16% 
and satellite take up from 25-40%. 
 
Of the smaller countries Ireland offers scope for an expansion of local TV services - with only 
15% cable penetration and 25% satellite take-up. 
 
We hope DTT plans in other countries will be followed closely and a role for Open Channels 
for Europe! could be to explore how local digital television is being introduced and help 
ensure that best-practice can be shared by national local TV associations. 
 
11th International Festival of Local Television Broadcasting Kosice, Slovakia 
 
APPENDIX II: 

Add/Drop and the Local Network Channel 
 
The roll out of DTT in the UK is encouraging TV viewers to migrate from analogue terrestrial 
reception to digital reception. Meanwhile, the pioneers of local terrestrial TV – the RSLs and 
new community entrants need digital platform so they can move from analogue to digital with 
their viewers.  
 
The Add/Drop Solution 
An add/drop box is a device which enables a single digital channel to be removed from a 
stream of channels being transmitted together in a multiplex or ‘mux’ so that a new channel 
can be ‘added’ to replace the one being ‘dropped’.  
 
Because the mux must remain of a fixed size throughout distribution and transmission it is 
necessary that a channel of appropriate capacity is inserted for subsequent ‘dropping’. Far 
from this introducing redundancy into the mux this new channel will serve to encourage 
viewers and entrepreneurs to develop local TV services in their area..  
 
The ‘local network channel’ provides a locally oriented service including technical information 
which ensures each home’s set-top or ‘Freeview’ box displays the necessary programme 
guide to locate the ‘local network channel’ alongside the other channels being received. The 
‘add/drop solution’ will require 4mb or so of spectrum in each PSB mux. 
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Where a local TV channel is available in any area the muxed signal – combining the national 
PSB channels and the ‘local network channel’ - is routed via an add/drop box (sometimes 
known as ‘cherry-picker’) to ‘add in’ the local channel while ‘dropping out’ the ‘local network 
channel’. In parallel an ‘SI’ inserter undertakes the same task substituting the ‘local network 
channel’s’ programme guide with the ‘local channel’s’ programme guide. 
 
From each main transmitter the local channel is transmitted for domestic reception and to the 
transmitter’s repeaters or relays for transmission further afield.  
 
As DTT rolls out across the UK and as local channels begin to start across the country the 
‘local network channel’ as placeman or herald of really local TV falls away until – as local TV 
services become universal - it becomes invisible to viewers. As DTT rolls out and local TV 
starts up Phase Two begins.  
 
Phase Two 
Phase Two requires a server to be installed at each local channel’s transmitter site, to 
receive programmes from the local studio as well as some shared and network programming 
forwarded to it directly on ADSL by the ‘local network channel’.  
 
As local channels emerge and replace the ‘local network channel’ the local network 
channel’s purpose becomes solely to keep the bandwidth open for local channels to step into 
and replace at each main transmitter site. 
 
Local Network Channel 
However, the ‘local network channel’ operator continues to have a coordinating or assisting 
role in providing an element of common programming for use at the discretion of each local 
channel. As a core service we favour music video clips for flexibility and repeatability as well 
as their popularity with the elusive 18-30 viewers.  
 
As community of interest programmes are made for clusters of local channels the ‘local 
network channel’ can help broker their selective distribution to local channels across the 
country. In practice there need be little common programming shown at the same time as 
each channel controls its schedule and draws into its server only what it needs from the ‘local 
network channel’ for transmission when required - maintaining the local channel’s editorial 
independence and local identity. 
 
Programmes might consist of local, shared as well as network originated elements combined 
and transmitted to suit the differences in viewing patterns as well as the particular concerns 
of the local viewers in the areas in which they live. 
 
Solving the issues associated with television broadcasting & local advertising 
With the localised service combining local, network and shared elements advertisers won’t 
need to mount a ‘national’ campaign only to find much of its reach wasted by simultaneous 
transmission to areas with the ‘wrong’ demographics, or find commercials being transmitted 
at times when a local football match is being played locally or screened on another channel. 
 
New approach to regionalism 
Local television represents a more sophisticated form of television broadcasting, providing 
network, shared and local programming in a more finely grained and locally sensitive 
schedule.  
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Between the ‘network’ and the ‘local’ lies a new approach to ‘regionalism’ - with variable 
scales of ‘communities of interest’, made up of small, larger and scattered transmission 
areas where disparate viewers are combined by several local channels working together – 
though again, not necessarily transmitting their combined programming simultaneously.  
 
From Phase Two the ‘local network channel’ forwards programming supplied by local 
channels, specialist producers and other agencies specifically for ‘minority’ communities 
represented either in a scattered or clustered fashion across the country, and not only the 
obvious linguistic or religious communities but programmes for students, hill farmers, art 
lovers and so on.  
 
Local Programming 
The core of the local service will be its local news and current affairs – produced at a level of 
richness and complexity that different local scales of audience and revenue will permit. 
Geographical and neighbouring political regions will probably share news and current affairs 
programming among themselves by providing mutual access to their server to 
neighbourhood local stations in order to download time-sensitive programming or video clips. 
For example, news in Aberdeenshire might be enhanced with some news stories from the 
city of Aberdeen: while stories on forestry or land management innovations may be as 
relevant to viewers in Sutherland as they are in Dumfries and Galloway or Yorkshire.  
 
The value of local news is its likely relevance to the lives of the viewers, and while this is 
local TV’s major contribution not far behind lies the ‘local network channel’s’ innovative 
approach to shift programming and video clips around to help build a unique contribution to a 
local schedule that is valued for its local sensitivity as well as relevance. 
 
Universal Local TV for the UK 
The combination of ‘add/drop’, a ‘local channel network’ and local servers will enable local 
digital TV development across all areas of the UK, leavening out some of the disparities 
between audience numbers, between rural and urban through flexible mutuality.  
 
Where large TV transmitters serve almost a regional area then several local signals will be 
required throughout this footprint to provide the degree of localness necessary. This is why a 
local network channel will be required on three (or more) muxes.  
 
Add/drop can be used to intercept the off-air signal sent from the main transmitter to one or 
more of its relays, offering scope for considerable fine tuning of localness in congested urban 
areas, though this option will be more costly to engineer than add/drop at the main 
transmitter.  
 
Some planning work has been undertaken on using add/drop for some of the larger areas of 
the country - and many of the rural communities have main transmitter and relay footprints 
which more or less coincide with council boundaries.  
 
With three or more muxes providing a local network channel a relatively fine granularity will 
be achieved on DTT.  
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Alternative Solutions to Add/Drop 
Two alternative proposals to add/drop have been proposed. 
 
Proposal 1 
 Proposals have been made after switchover to introduce local digital TV into 

interleaved frequencies. This could ensure that the local signal is readily received by 
household aerials picking up the national and regional DTT signals. Information about 
the channel won’t be inserted into the programmed guide, so information vital for the 
location of the new service will not appear. Assuming suitable frequency can be found 
and programme guide issues tackled, further difficulties with local TV being set up after 
switchover are that transmitters and antennas will be required at each transmitter and 
relay site in order to put out a local signal - that’s potentially 1152 transmitters and 
relays across the UK. Even where local service providers could contemplate 
investment in their own network of transmitters and relays there’s no guarantee the 
local signal could be transmitted from as high up the mast or at the same power as the 
national and regional DTT transmissions. So the transmission area would not be 
guaranteed the same quality of signal. 

 
Proposal 2 

The second proposal is still to wait for spectrum to be freed up after switchover but for 
the local spectrum to form part of one of the new muxes, which Ofcom will be 
proposing for international agreement at the Regional Radio Conference in 2006. 
There’s no assurance that this conference will concede these extra muxes or if they do, 
that the new muxes will offer the same almost universal coverage of the UK’s PSB 
muxes. There’s likely to be competition for spectrum along the south coast and France 
has already staked its claim to DTT by publishing maps of its planned roll-out, while 
Ofcom are reluctant to make public their own proposals in case these don’t get through 
clearance. Perhaps this is just brinkmanship but Holland and Belgium also have some 
claims to spectrum that could impact upon services on the east coast while Ireland too 
may have claims that affect Northern Ireland.  

 
The ‘wait and see’ approach offered to local digital television in this country may be the policy 
that will result in local TV services not being available for many of the communities that 
would want them and especially for communities who would most benefit, those with poor 
broadband and no cable.  
 
On the south coast ‘wait and see’ compromises options for the Isle of Wight RSL service in 
the bunfight for spectrum expected with France. Yet France has declared it will roll-out local 
digital TV as part of its national and regional DTT proposals, with a 1000 or so local channels 
planned. Spain too has a similar number of local channels in mind although Spanish plans 
will not directly affect digital transmission in the UK. 
 
Conclusion 
Add/drop is the current solution for local DTT, it avoids the loss of programme guide 
information, avoids vast numbers of new transmitters and antennas being installed for a 
single signal and it sidesteps fears of an exclusion of locations because of frequency 
compromises reached at the RRC in 2006.  
 
Add/drop also solves the problem of dwindling audiences for the incumbent RSLs because 
the RSLs can replace the local network channel with their service as soon as the ‘local 
network channel’ is running in the mux. 
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Add/drop is a relatively simple and comparatively inexpensive universal solution for local TV. 
Significantly, it is probably the only option that will deliver a comprehensive and mutually 
supportive range of local TV stations for the UK. If that sounds like a public service ambition, 
then you’re right it is: local television for everyone, everywhere, no less – and why not?  
 
[For reference and discussion a number of presentations have been made on how local TV 
might be introduced using add/drop. These presentations are subject to revision so current 
versions are available as pdf files from www.maccess.org.uk/members/ilt.html. The 
presentations are titled Local Channel Atlas.] 
 
(Appendices reproduced from Rushton, D, Local Television Renewed: essays on local 
television 1994-2005, (2005) School Press/ILT ISBN: 1 899405 03 8) 
 
 
 
 
 
Open Channels for Europe! 
Voltastr. 5 
D-13355 Berlin 
www.open-channels.org 
 
Chairman: Jürgen Linke 
  (linke@open-channels.org) 
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