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One common theme emerges from the discussions yesterday and today.  It is that public service broadcasting should not be thought of as a fixed, static concept. It needs to be constantly redefined and reinterpreted in the light of changing economic, political and technological circumstances.  In his keynote speech yesterday, Mark Thompson gave us an apt quotation from Kierkegaard – “Life may be understood by looking backwards, but has to be lived by looking forwards.”  There is little point in our looking backwards and trying to reinstate a real or imaginary golden age of public service broadcasting.

Threats

If we look forwards, what are some of the threatening factors that have emerged in our two days of discussions?  First, in economic terms, there is the argument that a market model should be applied to broadcasting, as it is to other services.  With spectrum scarcity about to become a thing of the past, it is argued that multi-channel competition will meet all the needs of viewers and listeners.  Consumer sovereignty will rule and market mechanisms will ensure that consumers’ broadcasting needs are met, without any need for a public service element.  A modification of this market model concedes some diluted form of public service broadcasting in relation to high culture programmes, a kind of public service ghetto in a commercially dominated, multi-channel broadcasting world.

Associated with this pressure on international bodies and governments to adopt a market model of broadcasting, there is linked concentration of media ownership and the vertical integration of content production and distribution.  There are enormous rewards stemming from economies of scale, especially – as Vincent Porter pointed out – in distribution, leading to a radical change in the balance of power between commercial and public service broadcasters.  At the same time, economies of scale in production are leading to concentration of production both between and within countries.  As several speakers pointed out, content production (other than news and sport) is under threat in many small and not so small countries and is becoming increasingly centralised in larger countries, as Noreen Golfman pointed out is happening in Canada.

Second, in political terms, there is a threat to the concept of public service broadcasting from some governments, which have an urge to control the media in their own interests.  The outcome is that in some countries a corrupted version of public service broadcasting prevails, in which the broadcaster is in effect an agent of the state.

Third, in technological terms, digitalisation is transforming broadcasting delivery systems.  Increasingly, broadcasting is dealt with in the same public policy framework as telecommunications, so that it is seen as just one mode of service delivery among many.

Opportunities

Against these threats to public service broadcasting, what can of counter-strategy can be developed?  First, in economic terms, some headway has been made in pointing out the flaws in applying the market model to broadcasting, a point made cogently by both Peter Grant and Manfred Kops.  There is increased understanding that broadcasting is not just another consumer service. There has been some encouragement in the UK in the recognition of this by the new, integrated regulator, the Office of Communications (OFCOM), which started out from an unadulterated free market position and has modified its stance, though its proposed reinterpretation of what is implied by public service broadcasting demands close examination.

At the European level, the European Commission’s initial damaging approach to public service broadcasting was in effect blocked by the Amsterdam Protocol, in whose formulation Carol Tongue played such a notable part.  The new insistence on transparency in the funding of public service broadcasting is on balance probably healthy, though a watchful eye needs to be kept on the appropriateness of the criteria used.

There have been many reminders over the two days that public service broadcasting is not just about channelling public funds into broadcasting. There are a host of related issues, including the building and maintenance of a proper institutional structure for delivering public service broadcasts, the training of broadcasters, and adequate production facilities, as well as the use of strategies to limit concentration of ownership and overseas control in the commercial sector.

Second, at the political level, Guillaume Chevenière issued a reminder that public service broadcasting can be strengthened against government influence and control by the development of high professional standards.  A further safeguard, stressed by several speakers, is the active involvement of civil society organisations in a partnership with public service broadcasters. One aspect of this, which emerged in several contributions, was the significance of local and community broadcasting.  The network of community radio stations for indigenous peoples in Mexico was a particularly vivid example given by Rafael Segovia.

Third, on the technological front, digitalisation offers enormous opportunities for the development of new services – and of new types of service.  There are potential benefits to the individual citizen and to society in terms of education and life-long learning, rapid access to a wealth of information, and the possibility of enhanced participation in democratic processes, as was outlined by Milica Howell.

Some public service broadcasters have played a notable part in experimenting with innovative digital services.  However, there are anxieties that commercial interests may freeze them out of the new digital landscape.  To be able to develop new digital opportunities, public service broadcasters need proper legal empowerment and adequate funding.  Manfred Kops outlined the economic case for public service broadcasters to be involved in providing digital services and the constraints being placed on them in Germany.

There we have it. This Conference has identified a number of economic, political and technological threats to public service broadcasting.  However, for each threat it has been possible to identify a corresponding opportunity.  If we are to see a new, strengthened, reinterpreted version of public service broadcasting emerge, it is up to organisations such as Voice of the Listener and Viewer, and its sister organisations in Europe and throughout the world, to make it happen.   

