
 

Issue Paper 6: Media Pluralism 

 

The Issue Paper is a useful summary of the legal position, and of possible policy options going 
forward. Given the extent to which we agree with the analysis in the Issue Paper, our comments 
can be brief.  

In particular, we share both the Commission analysis that over-restrictive rules will be damaging 
in a global context, as well as the position of EU Member States that ownership regulation is best 
left at national level, where tools can be devised to cater for the heterogeneity of European media 
markets.  

One aspect which we feel is omitted in the Issue Paper is the size of European media markets. In 
smaller markets such as Finland (2.2 m TV households) or many of the Member States which 
joined the EU in 2004, it is economically impossible for the advertising spend to sustain more 
than a few broadcasters. Equally, in markets which opened up commercial television relatively 
late such as Flanders or Portugal, it was only to be expected that local print media owners would 
seek to use their newsgathering and journalistic strengths in the TV market as well. In such 
markets a degree of so-called “concentration” may be necessary if viewers are to benefit from the 
current high levels of investment in domestic programming and news provision.  

In passing, we note that the Paper states that “public service broadcasting has an important role to 
play in ensuring media pluralism”. While we do not disagree with this statement, the converse is 
of course equally true: that the bigger the presence of the public operator on the markets for 
viewers, advertising and content, then the smaller the available space for commercial operators. 
Whichever way one looks at this question, the point is that the European model of broadcasting 
will evolve from a “dual system” to a more complex, multi-dimensional future in which national 
and European regulators will need to ensure a plurality of content across a range of platforms. 
The respective roles and obligations of all operators, as well as the expectations of politicians and 
policymakers, will have to evolve as a result.  
 
Turning to the main substance of the Issue Paper, because of the greater visibility and historical 
importance of free to air television, the political debate tends to focus on this part of the media 
market. The pressures on the business model of free TV are such that there has been a degree of 
consolidation in this, narrowly-defined market in some Member States in recent years. But even 
if strategic imperatives such as the need to distribute content across a number of platforms will 
drive businesses to co-operate and may lead to merger/acquisition, it would be simplistic to view 
this as a one-way street, especially when global players such as Liberty Media and Viacom have 
recently announced that they are considering unbundling their media assets.  
 



But the wider point is that concentrating on the free-TV business model is to overlook the 
extraordinary contribution of digital television to a pluralistic and diverse media economy. 
Multichannel, digital TV fundamentally changes the economics of the media business, and poses 
many challenges to our established commercial models. It is also a profoundly democratic 
phenomenon. 
 
The fashionable cynicism which proclaims that all digital channels are alike can be rebutted by 
actual examples of consumer experience in digital. In news, subscribers to Sky Digital can 
choose not only between the UK’s established world-class media brands – Sky, ITN and the BBC 
– but also from nine 24-hour news channels with editorial approaches ranging from Fox News to 
Al-Jazeera. A similar trend is developing in Italy, where the commercial DTT multiplex already 
offers UK and French news channels and is actively seeking to source other news channels from 
international providers. For those interested in diversity, Premiere offers bouquets of Italian, 
Turkish and Russian-language channels, or Canalsat distributes Pink TV, Europe’s first channel 
targeting a gay audience. While these services are not all free of charge – good quality content 
rarely is – they are available for the price of buying a newspaper every day, or of paying the 
compulsory public broadcasting licence fee.  
 
So our main substantive point on this Issue Paper is that, if anything, it underestimates the extent 
to which digital media will transform the viewers’ experience and range of choice. This does not 
mean that all regulation of media ownership can be repealed, rather that the challenges of the 
digital future will be very different from those of the analogue past.  
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