More powers for the EU to defend media freedom? 

An account of the debate on Media Freedom in the EU Member States organised by the European Parliament in Brussels on 8 may 2012. The event marked the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Association of European Journalists

By Krzysztof Bobinski, AEJ Polish Section

Threats to media independence and the protection of journalists from physical attack and harassment are growing as the issue slowly moves up the agenda of international organizations like the UN. But the European Union is dithering over whether it should step in with new Europe wide legislation or a new system of monitoring to redress  the balance in favour of media freedom and diversity or leave the issue in the hands of member states.

No one seems more torn than Neelie Kroes, currently the vice-president of the European Commission responsible for digital issues (including media), who told the AEJ’s seminar in the European Parliament on the theme of  “Media freedom in the EU member states” on May 8 “I will always speak up if media freedom is under threat in a country and put political pressure on the government concerned” But well aware that her lawyers in the European Commission are telling her that the EU institutions do not have sufficient competences to intervene when a member state limits press freedom Ms Kroes quickly added “ There is a wide gap between what the Commission can legally enforce and what we are often expected to do ”.

Nevertheless there are arguments for intervention put at the seminar by MEPs such as Anni Podimata, a former AEJ member   and a  vice president of the European parliament from the socialist group. Ms Podimata said “media freedom is needed to strengthen democracies” and added “ we need to create a framework for an ethical approach to the media”. And like Ms Kroes she warned against a surge of support for neo-nazis in her native Greece where the far right is seeking to intimidate the media.

Renate Weber, an MEP from ALDE, the liberal group, who is working on a report on the EU’s approach to media freedom  (a first draft is to be unveiled in the Parliament’s Committee on Civil Liberties , Justice and Home Affairs on June 20) argued at the seminar that the EU’s Charter on Fundamental Rights  already commits the EU to defend media freedom as do EU treaties. “The Commission could go further” she said directly challenging Ms Kroes hands off approach and indicating the way in which her report, which will be voted on in the autumn, will go. But Ms Weber questioned whether the recently established Fundamental Rights Agency is well placed to monitor and flag up   infringements of freedom of expression. 

There could be less of a difference between Ms Weber and Commissioner Kroes than met the eye at the seminar. Neelie Kroes appears to be looking for arguments which would allow the Commission to play a greater role in defending media freedom. “I am hoping for a principled debate in the parliament that will have consequences” and added “if there is a need for changes then I am with you”. She even raised the possibility that a new media freedom agency might help. A high level group under Vaira Vike-Freiberg, the former President of Latvia, is working on the issue under the aegis of the Digital Agenda Commissioner and academic experts are examining  media freedom issues at a Centre for Media Pluralism and Freedom at the EU institute in Florence, newly established with the support of the Commission. At the same time Ms Weber, who has a distinguished record working for human rights in her native Romania, is evidently also  looking for arguments which would push the Commission into a more activist role.

However in an indication of a split in the parliament over the media freedom report , Ms Doris Pack, from the right of centre EPP – the largest group in the Parliament – referred to her 22 years experience in the European Parliament and argued for calm. “I know what we can do and what we can’t achieve” adding the moment was not right for extending EU competences “ when the EU is unpopular”. “You cannot ask more of the European Parliament than of your national governments” said Ms Pack who chairs the Parliament’s committee on Culture and Education.

 But support for Ms Weber is coming from non-governmental and journalistic organisations like the AEJ. William Horsley, the AEJs media freedom representative argued at the seminar that the line taken by Ms Kroes on a lack of EU competence is “open to challenge”. “The EU needs to close the gap between what the Charter says and what the Agency for Fundamental Rights is doing and what the EU institutions are not doing”. Horsley also called on the EU to listen to stakeholders, set up preventive mechanisms and monitor media freedom transgressions. And above all the EU should prepare for when it accedes to the European Convention on Human Rights when member states will have to conform to Convention standards. “Governments have to constrain their own power and that means more scrutiny of member states in the EU” he added.

And Jean-Paul Marthoz, from the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) asked why it was that the EU passionately defended  competition rules where business was concerned but seemed not to care too much when it came to defending pluralism and diversity in the media? For Marthoz the EU seemed to be unsure of its values although ready to criticise Turkey, a candidate state, for failing to adhere to media freedom standards but allowing Silvio Berlusconi, the former Italian prime minister, to own and influence the greater part of Italian media. He e warned that pressures for media ethics must not be used as an alibi for media censorship.

The seminar, co-chaired by AEJ president Eileen Dunne and Ioannis Darmis, head of EP’s Media Services and Monitoring Unit, was generously supported by the Parliament’s Communication DG to whom the AEJ extends its thanks. The seminar was part of the AEJ’s 50th anniversary celebrations and was followed by a reception given by Eva Lichtenberger, a Green MEP from Austria, to whom the Association is also extremely grateful.

