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Ladies and Gentlemen,

Silvio Berlusconi, a great admirer of public service broadcasting, said in 1991:

“Public television is dying. All broadcasting activity will pass into the hands of the private sector in the next ten years. Commercial television enhances democracy, strengthens the economy and with the money gained improves programme quality”.

That report of the death of PSB was, of course, greatly exaggerated. However, was it completely off the mark?

In January 2004, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe adopted a report and a recommendation about PSB in which it called public radio and television “one of the key socio-political and media institutions developed by Western European democracies in the 20th century”, but also noted that it was under threat. “It is challenged by political and economic interests, by increasing competition from commercial media, by media concentrations and by financial difficulties. It is also faced with the challenge of adapting to globalisation and the new technologies”.  Therefore, the Assembly concluded, “The challenge today is how to preserve PSB in a form suited to the conditions of the 21st century”.


Commercial media, as we all know, are on the attack. Their favourite strategy is a semantic one: public service broadcasting, they say, should remain just that – broadcasting (and forget about the Internet or other new technologies) - best in the traditional mould of generalist “one-size-fits-all” channels. Returning “The Times” to what it looked like in the 1960s might not be such a bad idea; however, forcing a public service broadcaster to revert to its identity from that time would be a disaster. Other parts of that strategy are: (1) pressuring governments and international organizations to adopt highly restrictive definitions of the PSB remit, confining it to a role of a niche broadcaster, with a view to then using these definitions to prevent any change or modernization of PSB; (2) blocking its access to, and use of, the new technologies; and (3) using domestic and EU competition law to deprive PSB of advertising revenue. 

In short, the objective is to turn the European PSB into the American PBS. Ultimately, however, this entire campaign amounts to a self-fulfilling prophecy: if PSB can be prevented from modernizing, it certainly will very soon become a relic of the past, fit only to be consigned to the rubbish heap of history. 

In this situation, can public service broadcasters count on support from governments and parliaments? The situation varies from country to country, but in general even where governments are generally supportive of PSB, they are promoting what a Swedish regulator has called the transition from an autonomy to a service model of PSB. This involves locking them into contractual, regulatory and accountability systems whose main purpose is to allow governments to rebuff pressure from the private sector that the PSB remit is not defined precisely enough, or that PSB organizations are not cost-effective or distinctive enough. And since these contracts and accountability systems are usually designed by politicians and bureaucrats and based on traditional concepts of the public service remit, they often hinder change and modernization, or the use of new technologies.

In the process, the usual approach to PSB appears to be reversed. Once case in point is a speech by Tessa Jowell in 2002 in which she said “The state offers certain privileges to some channels, and in return each channel provides something of worth beyond that which the market alone would provide. The BBC is the most privileged … In return the nation has on the whole been well-served.” Ordinarily we would say that the PSB organization has the most extensive duties and so conditions for it to be able to meet those obligations must be created. Now, its public service obligations are presented almost as punishment for the so-called privileges which it has received.

As a result, public service broadcasters are running scared. They are forced in many countries to play safe and to stick to traditional concepts in institutional arrangements, programming and technology instead of experimenting with new ones. Forcing PSB to look backwards instead of forward can only lead to its rapid obsolescence.
So, we must ask, can PSB rely on the support of the audience? That is the really big question. A discussion about PSB is in reality a discussion about the values and principles governing society and social life, in short – about the kind of society we want to live in. It is, in reality, a purely ideological and axiological discussion, in that different approaches spring from clearly distinct social principles and value systems. As one looks at European countries, one could actually describe PSB as a pawn on a political and ideological chessboard. It seems clear that ideology, and not technology, will be the decisive factor in determining the future of PSB. 

PSB was a product of what might be called collectivistic, social-democratic social arrangements (the Welfare State), assigning an important role to the State in providing for the satisfaction of the needs of the individual. An important element of this was the culture of “non-commercialism”. Today we live in times of individualism, marketization and commercialism. Media policy has been redefined sharply, with primacy given to the market as the driving force of media development. Policy-makers and regulators accept the de facto commoditization and commercialization of mass media in the hope that this will set the stage for the media's expected contribution to economic and technological growth. The very notion of the public interest in mass communication is in question. If Europe is to move forward in its economic and technological development, it is argued, the process must be driven by private entrepreneurs. Commercialism is the engine of change and privatisation is seen by some seen as best serving the public interest.

In these circumstances, three approaches to PSB can be distinguished.

According to the first approach, the proper mechanism for the satisfaction of individual and social needs is the market where required goods or services can be purchased. The law of supply and demand, together with the profit motive, will ensure provision of these goods and services. Public sector involvement in meeting these needs is unnecessary and unwelcome. The licence fee is resented as a tax imposed to sustain what John Whittingdale, the UK Conservative Party culture spokesman, has called “a nationalized industry”. 

According to the second approach, the market should indeed predominate, but since it does not meet every need, there is room for the public sector to supplement what the market has to offer. Nonetheless, public institutions should under no circumstances compete with private enterprise, nor engage in any kind of activity that private entrepreneurs might wish to pursue. So, what we need is “pure PSB” as a niche broadcaster, offering only broadcast content and services which private broadcasters find commercially unrewarding. Mr. Whittingale may be regarded as belonging to this category because he said in 2003 that as a free-market Conservative, he would only support a nationalised industry if he was “persuaded that that is the only way to do it and if it were not nationalized, it would not happen.”
And finally, the third approach proceeds from the view that whatever the market may offer, the community still has a duty to provide broadcasting services free from the effect of the  profit motive, offering the individual a “basic supply” of what he/she needs as a member of a particular society and culture, and of a particular polity and democratic system. In this approach, the market-failure argument in favour of PSB is insufficient, precisely because that argument should turn on the vision of society we want to live in.


The future of PSB will depend on which of these approaches will gain the upper hand among the majority of the population.


The fact that today everything about PSB is the object of a pitched battle, including the PSB remit; programme and content formats; technologies used for delivery of programming and content; the relation of PSB to the market, and finally PSB funding and competition law -  it seems clear that PSB can no longer rely on the good will and support of a majority that is large enough to silence its critics.

During a Workshop on Public Service Broadcasting, held by UNESCO during the World Electronic Media Forum in Geneva, in December 2003, on the occasion of the World Summit on the Information Society, I was quite shocked to hear Dr. Ihron Rensburg, of the South Africa Broadcasting Corporation. He asked whether traditional values and standards for PSB were not too burdensome in an environment of aggressive and robust competition, and noted that the old presumption in favour of PSB was now turning into a presumption against PSB.

The overarching question is to what extent and in which of its aspects PSB needs, and will be allowed, to change – both to remain true to itself and to keep abreast of developments in society and on the media scene and to remain attuned to the needs of the audience. Depending on which approach is prevalent, PSB may increasingly be perceived as an exception to the “normal” rules applying to broadcasting and audiovisual industries, an anomaly, a throwback to the past, for which there is no room in the 21st century. Or it may be allowed and encouraged to adjust to the digital era, to modernize. 
Public service broadcasting must be reinvented for the 21st century, beginning with its very name which now seems to exclude the use of new technologies to deliver a public service. The Institute for Public Policy Research has already called for a gradual evolution from public service broadcasting to public service communications online.

In view of all this, can PSB at least count on support from international organizations? I can only say that we in the Council of Europe are determined to do what we can to protect the existence of PSB and to promote its adjustment to the conditions of the Information Society. In the recommendation I mentioned earlier, the CoE Parliamentary Assembly asked the Committee of Ministers to adopt a new major policy document on public service broadcasting, taking stock of developments since the Prague Ministerial Conference in 1994 – when a fundamental document defining public service broadcasting was adopted. 

In its response, the Committee of Ministers agreed with the Parliamentary Assembly that public service broadcasting currently faces a number of very serious challenges, which, if ignored, could in the long run threaten its future. It added it was essential for the democratic future of European societies and their social cohesion, as well as for the preservation of international relations based on mutual understanding and tolerance, that public service broadcasting should continue to be a key element of the European media landscape. 

The Committee of Ministers also recalle its Recommendation Rec(2003)9 on measures to promote the democratic and social contribution of digital broadcasting, adopted on 28 May 2003. The latter indicates that "public service broadcasters should play a central role in the transition process to digital terrestrial broadcasting". It also recommends that governments of the member states "guarantee that public service broadcasting … is maintained in the new digital environment" and "reaffirm the remit of public service broadcasting, adapting if necessary its means to the new digital environment". 

CDMM, the committee which I chair, has already taken the decision to create a Group of Specialists on public service broadcasting in the Information Society. It is called upon to:

· examine how the public service remit should, as appropriate, be developed and adapted by member States to suit the new digital environment, and study the legal, financial, technical and other conditions needed to enable public service broadcasters to discharge it in the best possible manner; 

· monitor the implementation by member States of Recommendation No. R (96) 10 of the Committee of Ministers on the guarantee of the independence of public service broadcasting, with a view, if necessary, to providing further guidance to member States on how to secure this independence; 

· examine strategies with the aim of encouraging public service broadcasting organisations to assume an increased role in promoting a wider democratic participation of individuals, inter alia with the help of new interactive technologies.

It will take the group some time to carry out these assignments, but at the end of the day, we should be able to deliver the view of European countries on how to ensure the future of public service broadcasting. 

Thank you very much.

