
Declaration
Urgent Efforts Needed to Uphold Media Freedom in Europe

On the occasion of  the 50th Congress of the European Journalists Association

The European Journalists Association is increasingly concerned about the state of the media and especially the freedom of the press in many European countries. Europe seems to be loosing the exemplary function it used to hold for its high standards of independent, democratic and quality journalism devoted to the best service of society and to the interests of the people.

In many countries media are supposed to be free, but they are not really independent. This is especially true about Eastern Europe where the media are practically hostages to governments or politicians who are shareholders of newspapers, tv and radio stations and are using them for their political purposes. 

The process of monopolization of the media, including the media market and the media distribution and dissemination, in many countries is acquiring disproportionate dimensions which threaten and in fact effectively limit the freedom of speech – one of the basic principles of democracy and of every democratic system.

Another worry is that the media are more and more turning to sensationalism and popular yellow content motivated by commercial arguments. In this way journalists are producing more and more low quality or even vulgar mainstream products denigrating the tastes and the cultural level of the general public and especially of the young people. This kills quality journalism with all social consequences of this phenomenon. The only refuge hope for independent journalists is the internet and the blogosphere. But this kind of “alternative public” is no substitute for a free discourse in a civil society.

In addition to that we are nowadays confronted with a phenomenon called “new media moguls”, that is to say rich business people who keep on buying media companies to exploit them according to their wishes almost like toys.

The economic retreat of traditional publishing companies from some countries in Southeastern Europe has aggravated the whole situation. It has opened up vacuum space for greedy local moguls for whom journalistic standards are the last thing they care about.

One should not think that the European Union lacks the legal means to actively contribute to the protection of the freedom of the press. We therefore demand for example a strict limitation in the European legislation for politicians to acquire media shares.

In the same way the European Competitive Law must prevent the emergence of monopolies in the media sphere and it must even prevent any concentration of media ownership as a danger to the press system as a whole.

All these alarming tendencies have also led to a sharp decline in the position of journalists in society. They are now among the low paid professions, work and live in deteriorating conditions and their public prestige is falling. Media owners and entrepreneurs are investing less and less and are all the time “rationalizing” their businesses, reducing content, which means just one thing – throwing out more and more journalists on the street in order to keep the profits, and a sharp decline in quality.

The journalistic routine has become more and more brutal and unscrupulous in the last years. We are concerned about the degeneration of competence of the media, the unpredictability and the trend towards personifying home-stories. Not only tabloids prefer easily understandable scenery instead of offering serious information and solid background coverage. 

For us rationalizing activities are only acceptable when technical progress really requires them. It must not be allowed that rationalizing measures impair the freedom of the press.

Solid education and training of journalists is absolutely necessary for the independence of the media. Journalism should become a licensed profession like medicine, law, etc, protected by strong European legislation. This will raise the level of responsibility of journalists and the quality of their products, of journalism in general as public good. 

People must learn to distinguish between journalism and cheap writing, or rather gossiping. In all EU member states we need to raise the awareness of the general public that the freedom of the press must be protected as a fundamental value. 

Since freedom of the press is in danger we demand that the European Parliament at least every second year should debate the general political framework for the media.

By strengthening the freedom of the press we want to contribute to the European identity. For us the freedom of the press is a genuine indicator for the validity of human rights in each one of the European countries.

We should be far more vigilant towards the actions of those who quite intentionally want to turn us back centuries behind by suppressing the free public expression and genuine debate.

