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Preface

In the last years before the end of this century, it would seem
that time is running at an accelerated pace and it would
therefore not be out of order to look backwards a few years to
gain a richer perspective for today and for the future.

The year 1989 could be described as a turning point in
many ways. Undentiably, with the fall of the Berlin Wall in
Novemberofthatyear, it was symbolic of a major transition for
many countries from totalitarian regimes towards a process of
democratization, abrupt in most cases, dissatisfying in many,
and deceptive in some. But most of those undergoing this
process, while fully aware of the hardships and uncertainties
ahead, would rather not turn back to the failed systems. Even
beyond the frontiers of Europe, many other countries around
the globe were experiencing their own ‘Berlin Wall’, that is,
they were engaged in various aspects of the struggle towards
a culture of peace and the reinforcement of democratic proc-
esses.

Butit was also the year that multi-billion dollar mergers
in media industries had begun, enabling transnational satel-
lite and cable distribution services to set up shop in entire
geographical regions covering whatever populations lay be-
neath the satellite’s footprint, thus bringing down the ‘walls’
of national barriers to broadcasting. The earlier concerns and
fears of direct satellite broadcasting expressed in the 1970s
now appeared in full force and with visible changes for the
television public and an impact whose effects are still being
felt and analyzed: wider ranges of programme choice, though

often it is a case of the same programme or series in different
languages or different seasonal segments of the same series;
presentation of viclence, sex and pornography with little
attentton to time scheduling and the possibility of young
children watching; hourly and daily transmission of pro-
grammes dealing with social, cultural or political ideas with
little or no regard for the sensitivities of the viewing publics in
different parts of the world.

This conjuncture of space technology and audio-visual
marketing has thus dealt public service broadcasting its great-
estchallenge, to provide an educational, social and culturally-
oriented audio-visual service that is not solely dictated by
marketing decisions.

And 1989 was also the year that UNESCO defined and
launched its new communication strategy, ending decades of
contentious debate and rallying all under the universal belicf
in freedom of expression as formulated in Article XIX of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. For UNESCO, the
one specialized agency of the United Nations with a special
mandate in communication, 1989 was in every way a turning
point. The new communication strategy reinforced the opera-
tional aspects of the key constitutional concept, the free flow
of information. Endeavours to achieve a wider and better
balanced dissemination of information were made subject to
a higher principle, the freedom of expression. And underpin-
ning all these efforts was the recognition of the need to build

communication infrastructures and train communication




manpower in the developing countries. As approved by the
twenty-fifth General Conference in November 1989:

Its objective throughout is to render more operational the concern of
the Organization to ensure a free flow of information at international
as well as national levels, and its wider and better balanced dissemi-
nation, without any obstacle to the freedom of expression, and to
strengthen communication capacities in the developing countries, so
that they can participate more actively in the communication proc-
ess. (Paragraph 243 of the Third Medium Term Plan, 25C/4.)

This was a strategy thataimed to be relevant especially to the
new countries in transition to democracy. Press freedom is
certainly an integral part of this strategy, but so also is public
service broadcasting, particularly as state-owned and control-
led broadcasting in many countries operated mainly as mono-
polies and served for the most part only as the propaganda
outlets of their political administrations. Leaping over the
barriers of literacy, space and time, broadcasting has an even
greater potential to reach mass audiences. Hence it is all the
more important that broadcasting maintain high professional
standards, credibility and impartiality, despite the onslaughts
of commercial marketing and political influences.

This is why UNESCO encouraged in 1992 the organi-
zation of the World Radio and Television Council, an associa-
tion of pioneer and leading broadcasters dedicated to the
mission of public service, and has supported its activities to
analyze the situation of public broadcasting and disseminate
information with a view to strengthening public broadcasting,
especially in the transitional countries. Much of this work
culminated in the international round table organized by
UNESCO from 3 to 5 July 1995 atits Headquarters in Paris to
discuss the educational and cultural functions of public ser-
vice broadcasting. Beinga round table, this forum brought out
various and variant views, but did not attempt to formulate
any unanimous recommendations. None the less, the over-
riding sentiment at this round table was the need to
strengthen public service broadcasting.

It is timely then that communication researchers, spe-
cialists, managers and planners should review past and recent

thinking about public service broadcasting and seek to appre-
ciate more fully the interplay of technical, commercial and
political factors that today make highly tentative the future of
all broadcasting, but especially of public service broadcasting.

Former Chairman of Canadian Broadcasting Corpora-
tion, and currently President of the World Radio and Tele-
vision Council, Pierre Juneau, opens this issue with an intro-
duction recalling the social and cultural role of broadcasting.
InPart One, Dave Atkinson providesa thorough review of key
researches and papers on public broadcasting to arrive at the
essence of public service broadcasting today, and determine
how it can maintain and strengthen its legitimacy against the
dictates of solely market-driven logic.

In Part T'wo, Marc Raboy presents an exhaustive syn-
thesis of the actuality of public service broadcasting today in
the face of increasing globalization. This is followed by case-
studies from sixteen countries, each illustrating different
aspects of how the problem is being mert in different regions
and countries.

Both of these studies, examining public service broad-
casting from the literature and specialist writings, and from
case-studies, were planned together and should be studied
together.

Public Service Television in the Age of Competition will be
published in a longer and fuller version by the Centre
d’Etudes sur les Médias, Quebec, Canada. Similarly, Public
Broadcasting for the Twenty-first Century will be published in a
longer and fuller form by Luton Press, Luton, England; the
projecton which it was based was undertaken on behalf of the
World Radio and Television Council, with the additional
support of the Canadian International Development Agency
(CIDA) and the University of Montreal. UNESCO acknowl-
edges with gratitude the co-operation of both publishers in
the preparation of these abridged versions for its Series of
Reports and Papers on Mass Communication.

The ideas and opinions expressed in this book are those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent the views of
UNESCO.
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General
introduction

Pierre Juneau

The renowned novelist and member of the I’Académie
Frangaise, Jean d’Ormesson, wrote that the two most impor-
tant nstitutions that can contribute to the broad cultural
developmentof his country were education and television. By
cultural development he meantnot only the arts but generally
the development of mental and imaginative faculties that
enable people to give higher meaning to their lives and to
society.

When broadcasting — that is radio — was invented in the
1920s, many leaders of our societies marvelled at its promises
and at what this extraordinary instrument could do for the
culture, education and information of the people. Today, the
rhetoric often remains, and it now includes television, but the
will to make the proper use of these technologies has weak-
ened.

Policy makers in all countries have allowed radio and
television often to become a marketing vehicle rather than a
cultural element. Having started in North America, this de-
velopment has spread quickly to European broadcasting and
is reaching the rest of the world. Third World countries will
not be spared, despite their obvious need for a kind of
television that pays attention to the cultural, social, educa-
tional and economic needs of the people.

In developing countries, as elsewhere in the world, TV
viewers are naturally entitled to some entertainment from the
small screen; the role that can be played by comedy or drama
in expressing culture and tdentity, together with peoples’

hopes and sorrows, is well known. Nevertheless, should we
not be concerned about the probability that such extraordi-
nary instruments of communication might be completely
dominated by industries catering to audiences notas citizens
but as mere consumers to be delivered to the business of
advertising?

According to author Dominique Wolton, Eastern
Europe for example is also ‘ready to take the plunge into the
alluring world of commercial television and deregulation,
even though the price to be paid for the delights of market-
driven broadcasting will be certain loss of cultural identity —
along with the attendant risks of cultural backlash’.

The communications landscape has undergone obvious
changes, and change will continue. More and more television
services are becoming available. In the liberal democracies,
governments and regulatory bodies find they have little room
to manoeuvre. They are faced with a host of socio-economic
pressures in favourof a greater number of television channels:
demand from audiences for access to the wonders of new
technologies; competitive pressures from neighbouring coun-
tries that have been faster off the mark with new services;
pressures, as well, from business interests that want to de-
velop these new services, and from adverusers who arc always
on the look-out for new ways of delivering their messages.

A further factor to consider is the great fascination
audio-visual activities have held for young people over the last

several decades. This too has played a partin the proliferation
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of television services around the world. All these social pres-
sures are making their effects felt.

The multichannel television universe is made possible
in part by many technological developments — hertzian
waves, co-axial cable, fiberoptics, satellites, digitalizationand
the compression of signals. The increase in the number of
channels will inevitably lead to even greater competition
among broadcasters for the attention of viewers.

In North America and in countries of Western Europe,
people spend on average around three hours every day watch-
ing television or listening to radio. Many do not watch at all;
others watch orlisten a lotmore. Business organizations spend
billions of dollars to reach these audiences with theircommer-
cial messages. As to politicians, they often think, rightly or
wrongly, that radio and television are the key to their success
or the cause of their failure.

If television and radio attract so much attention, why is
1t that we have not used these media more actively, more
imaginatively for educational, cultural and social develop-
ment?

At the advent of broadcasting in the early 1920s, prime
ministers, presidents and many political leaders, were im-
mensely excited by the potential of this new media for the
betterment of society. In Canada, Prime Minister R. B.
Bennett told the House of Commons on 18 May 1932:

Inthisstage of our national development, we have problems peculiar
to ourselves and we must reach a solution of them through the
employment of all available means. The radio has a place in the
solution of all those problems. It becomes, then, the duty of parlia-
ment to safeguard it in such a way that its fullest benefits may be

assured to the people as a whole.

In the United States, Herbert Hoover, then Secretary of
Commerce, and later a Republican President, declared to a

House Committee in 1924:

Radio communication is not to be considered as merely a business
carried on for a private gain, for private advertisement, or for enter-
tainment of the curious. It is a public concern impressed with the
public trust and to be considered primarily from the standpoint of
public interest to the same extent, and upon the basis of the same

general principles, as our other public utilities.

In the United Kingdom, Lord John Reith, the first Director-
General of the BBC said that

to bave exploited so great a scientific invention for the purpose and
pursuit of entertainment alone would have been a prostitution of its

powers and an insult to the character and intelligence of the public.

Certainly, we should not condemn all of contemporary broad-
casting but there is no doubt that the fear of people like
Bennett, Hoover, Lord Reith and others, namely, that com-
mercial advertising might drag broadcasting more in the
direction of amusement and triviality than in the direction of
social and cultural development, was well-founded.

As years went by, the development of broadcasting in
North America and in Western Europe was indeed driven —
barring very few exceptions — by the logic of the advertising
business and the enterrainment industry, the ‘fun industry’.
In the ratings game that rigorously controls that industry,
success and failure are measured not in days, weeks or
months, but in terms of minutes and even seconds. And these
successes and failures translate into revenues amounting to
millions if not billicns of dollars.

In a strictly commercial, competitive system, pro-
grammes that loweraudience ratings are out. What remain are
entertainment formulas with a proven ability to draw large
audiences. Moreover, an integral part of this approach is the
systematic use of violence and the ruthless suppression of
programmes which demand too much concentration from the
viewer or dampen the pace of the action.

A further trend is the extent to which even public
television broadcasters often feel obliged — or are, in fact,
compelled by financial constraints — to compete with private
sector television. In effect, whether they are large or small,
they have to deal with a difficult quandary. They make usc of
a medium that has traditionally addressed mass audiences.
This means rivalling with commercial broadcasters, who, as
just noted, have to deliver the largest possible audiences to
their advertisers, from quarter hour to quarter hour. If, on the
one hand, the audience of public television is too small,
political authorities may consider them to be an élitist luxury.
If, on the other hand, they try to expand their audience by
resorting to more lightweight programmes like those offered
by private competition, then people question the purpose
they serve.

Therefore, when one looks at the nature of television in
so-called Western countries, or listens to most of radio, it is
normal to wonder whether these media can really serve
developmentin developing countries. Itis not surprising that
people, who, by their occupation have to deal with very




General introduction

concrete issues of society like housing, unemployment, pov-
erty, health, migrations and violence, do not put broadcasting
at the top of public priorities.

However, the consequence of this chain of circum-
stances is that developing countries in the South or in the
East, or countries that are emerging from totalitarian regimes,
may not benefit from media systems dedicated to the impart-
ing of knowledge, to the understanding of the problems of
their society and of their future. Very often, through a sort of
dumping process, they are more likely to inherit the by-
products of our northern ‘fun industry’.

We are facing a problem here that obviously applies not
only to the role of broadcasting as an instrument of develop-
ment for poorer countries, but to its role in richer societies as
well.

In a speech to the World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, in February 1992, Vaclav Havel, the President of
the Czech Republic, was describing what he considered some
of the greater problems of civilization. After referring to some
of the key environmental contemporary issues, he went on to
list ‘the dramatically widening gap between the rich North
and the poor South, the danger of famine, the depletion of the
biosphere and of the mineral resources of the planet’ and ‘the
expansion of commercial television culture’ as part of what he
calls ‘the general threat to mankind’.

If this appears to be a too pessimistic or exaggerated
perception, it may be so because the communications envi-
ronment that has developed around us is so overwhelming
that we have become accustomed to it and find it difficult
even to imagine any other set of circumstances. Perhaps we
have lost the capacity to react, and therefore we need philoso-
phers and dramatists like Havel to alert us to the drama of our
world.

The misgivings concerning the perception of frivolity
that our radio and television programming often projects may
well be founded, but why must we accept this state of affairs
as a basis for national or world policy? Why can’t we react like
those who marvelled at the potential of broadcasting technol-
ogy at the outset, and why can’t we try to imagine how it could
be used?

Why not use the media much more imaginatively so
that, in developing countries, they can help people to under-
stand the problems and possibilities of their own societies?

Isn’t democracy the constant and progressive improve-
ment in the level of participation by all citizens in the deci-
sions affecting their lives? Democracy is not only the greater

ability of professionals — politicians, professors, accountants,
engineers, officials, artists or thinkers — to debare and manage
the affairs of the community. This is why the so-called mass
media which are accessible to ordinary people and which can
address society as a whole can be so strategic, provided they
are used for the benefit of citizens and not only as a vehicle to
reach potential consumers.

There is a great deal of talk and excitement about the
accelerating pace of technological development in electronic
communications. The constant reference to the information
highway has become a somewhat fastidious cliché carricd by
an ubiquitous bandwagon. At the same time as so many are
waving their hands on that bandwagon, can anyone seriously
claim that there is a great improvement in the content of the
media that the mass of the people watch and listen — these
ordinary people who are the basis of democracy?

Yes, there i1s —and there will continue to be —a remark-
able improvement in the communication technology that
serves business, industry, government and academia. But
there is hardly any improvement in the way we use the
‘community media’ — that is radio and television. Will we in
fact have sophisticated information highways for business,
governmentand academia, and funand games for the majority
of people — ‘for the masses’, as the phrase used to go?

A public service approach to television and radio, as
opposed toastrictly commercial approach, would also contrib-
ute to cultural diversity in our world.

‘A diversification among human communities’, said
A. N. Whitehead, in Science and the Modern Worid, ‘is essential
for the provision of the incentive and material for the odyssey
of the human spirit. Other nations of different habits are not
enemies: they are godsends. Men require of their neighbours
something sufficiently akin to be understood, something
sufficiently different to provoke attention, and something
great enough to command admiration.’

‘When we consider what I call the satellite culture,’ said
T. S. Eliot, ‘we find two reasons against consenting to its
complete absorptioninto the stronger culture. The firstobjec-
tionis one so profound thatitmustsimply beaccepred: itis the
instinct of every living thing to persist in its own being. . .. It
would be no gain whatever for English culture, for the Welsh,
Scots and Irish to become indistinguishable from English-
men. What would happen, of course, is that we should all
become indistinguishable featureless ‘Britons’, at a lower
level of culture than that of any of the separate regions.’

Depending on the circumstances and the person who
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speaks, the word ‘culture’ may mean the arts or the way
people behave, the way they cook or eat, or it may refer to
intellectual property or entertainment. And the phrase ‘cul-
tural industries’ is now frequently used, meaning film, tele-
vision, pre-recorded entertainment, periodicals and so forth.

In his Notes Towards the Definition of Culture, T. S. Eliot
says that culture ‘includes all the characteristic activities and
interests of a people: Derby Day, Henley Regatta, Cowes, the
twelfth of August, a cup final, the dog races, the pin table, the
dart board, Wensleydale cheese, boiled cabbage cut into
sections, beetroot in vinegar, nineteenth-century Gothic
churches and the music of Elgar’.

While this is a wonderful definition, it is more practical
when we speak of public policies to adopt a somewhat more
focused definition. One that refers to formalized expression
and interpretations of nature, of human behaviour or human
hopes or goals. We may say therefore that culture is what a
country says to itself, and about itself to others, whatever the
technique of expression may be: theatre, film and television,
novels, recorded entertainment, painting, architecture or
ballet.

It 1s of course what makes a people interesting, worthy
of attention by the rest of the world. It is how the people —the
individual members — of a country express their dreams and
hopes, and how they talk about their past and their future. It
1s what they care about.

Like life itself it is infinitely diverse and constantly
evolving. The identity of a country is of course expressed by
the style and works of individuals. Not by the definitions of
government. [t is the result of a process, not of definitions.
That is why in democracies governments are expected to
establish only broad frameworks for the facilitation of cultural
expression by the people. They must not get involved in
content or stvle.

Culture is, of course, the conservation and appreciation
of past accomplishments, butitis also innovation, creation. It
is what makes one nation feel equal to another, notin richness
perhaps, but in dignity. Itis sovereignty of the mind. Indeed,
culture lies at the very heart of political sovereignty. There
canbe no political sovereignty, therefore no authority over our
own lives, our own furure, without cultural autonomy and
vitality.

Some believe that market forces will bring about the
best possible broadcast service for the population. We, in the
World Radio and Television Council, believe that broadcast-

ing is a matter of social interest like education and that public

policies and institutions are necessary for the benefit of
citizens and society. And we believe that this can be achieved
withoutcompromising independence and freedom of speech.

Such an attitude is sometimes interpreted as anti-
American. It is not so. American culture is something we
should seek, not fear. Just as we should be curious about
African, Arab, Chinese, French, German, Japanese or Spanish
culture. In our view, there is a broader more fundamental
issue than the threat of American ‘culture’ which policy-
makers should be facing — namely what should be the role of
television in our midst.

Most countries in the world have taken the position,
when radio was established and later when television was
developed, that these media would be used for education,
culture, information, entertainment and enlightenment.
Countries have not always pursued these objectives with
consistency, commitment or ability. Moreover, present tech-
nological and industrial developments pose tremendous chal-
lenges for them as to how these original purposes should be
achieved. But the important point was and remains for coun-
tries to establish fundamental policies. How to achieve cho-
sen policy is indeed a difficult matter, but it becomes enor-
mously more complicated if the basic choices are not clear.

I have sometimes described a broadcasting system
which associates broadcasting entirely with marketing and
industry as an unfortunate error which has caused grave
cultural deprivation not only to the United States but also to
the rest of the world. It creates a cause for concern for the
development of broadcasting everywhere and particularly in
those countries where television may switch from being an
instrument of political control and boredom to become only a
medium of merchandising and commercialized entertain-
ment.

The basic issue therefore is whether broadcasting will
be considered mainly as an industry turning out a commercial
‘product’ and associated totally with marketing. Or will it be
firstofall an institution to permitaccess to culture, knowledge
and enlightened entertainment for all the people? In other
words, should broadcasting be assimilated to education and
other public services or strictly to business?

Moreover, is culture a value that should be accessible to
all people, like education, or should it remain a luxury avail-
able for those who can afford it? And in this respect what use
should we make of these enormously potent instruments
called radio and television?

There are considerable efforts by the United States
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entertainment industry to combat the kind of cultural policies
described here. This, for sure, has nothing to do with a
defense of American culture, and even less with a greater
diversity of cultural choices in the world. It has everything to
do with trade, industry and profits.

Interestingly, I have never heard an American writer
complaining that his books are not allowed in countries like
Canada or a filmmaker deploring that his films are not seen in
Europe.

Cultural or broadcasting policies should not be in-
tended to preclude the entry of the works of writers, compos-
ers, producers and actors from other parts of the world,
including the United States. And generally they do not. They
should be intended to ensure that people of talent in any
particular country will be able to find audiences for their
works.

It is clear that a strictly commercial approach to televi-
ston—even in large and rich markets — is not reconcilable with
cultural goals. Such an approach is even more unrealistic in
smaller countries and in most countries of the world.

As a consequence, the most basic element of broadcast-
ing policy in our view 1s the maintenance, development and
support of strong and politically independent public institu-
tions. The history of public radio and public television over
the last fifty or sixty vears has revealed the many pitfalls that
such institutions can fall into, the many weaknesses they can
develop or the many faults they can commit. It is wiser
however to find the ways to improve these institutions then to
change the system.

The private sector in television should not of course be
exempted from all social and cultural responsibilities. If the
implementation of such responsibilities requires some fiscal

incentives or direct assistance similar to the techniques that
have been applied in the film industry, then they should be
considered.

Technological developments, and the so-called infor-
mation highway, will allow the creation of a much larger
number of audio-visual channels — call them pay-television,
pay-per-view orinteractive television. One unfortunate result
will be greater and greater competition and aggressive com-
mercialism. Currently, there is a great deal of concern about
violence on film and television. There is a chance that in a
more commercially competitive context there will be more
violence, not less.

Countries will need to insist more on the positive, that
is on a type of radio and television that is based on the idea of
public service. Marketing is fine. We need more trade, more
economic activity. But we also need more and better educa-
tion, more training, more enlightenment, more understand-
ing of what our world is all about. We need it for the public at
large because in a democracy it is the public at large that is
entitled, and fortunately sometimes empowered, to partici-
pate in our basic political decisions.

There is hardly any task more important in the broad
area of culture than rethinking the role that radio and televi-
sion could play concerning education, citizenship, democratic
values and the enlightenment of our societies and their
people.

Where both imagination and statesmanship are needed,
is in the area where profits cannot be the motivation, that is:
providingall the people, in developed as well as indeveloping
parts of the world, with the material for the mind, and the
imagination, that are needed to make them free citizens and

inspired human beings.
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Origins of the public service model

For a long time public television channels and, before them,
public radio channels were predominant practically every-
where.

In the conclusion of a collective work on the develop-
ment of radio broadcasting throughout the world, the British
researcher Blumler stated the following:

(...) almost all democracies have included some public-service
clementintheirbroadcastingarrangements. In part thisreflected the
notion of first radio and later television as special media. Due to
scarce spectrum resources they exploited, their presumed great
social, political and culeural power, and the privileges conferred on
their providers, radio and television were expected to be ‘principled’
media, the best summary expression of which was ‘public service’. In
part too it reflected awareness of market insufficiency — the ability of

a fully commercialized system to cater for all expectations.!

This argument encompasses the three reasons which histori-
cally have been used to encourage the creation of public
broadcasters first in radio, and then in television.

The first reason is technical. Since radio broadcasting
required using the frequency spectrum, and since these fre-
quencies were limited in number, it proved necessary to lay
down rules on how they were to be used if only to avoid having
several broadcasters transmitting on one and the same fre-
quency and thus causing interference in reception.

All states have in fact provided themselves with roles
concerning the actribution of frequencies, whether allocated
to private broadcasters or reserved exclusively for public
operators, the important point to bear in mind here being that
the technical nature of radio broadcasting imposed a first level
of state intervention: a rare resource, Hertzian frequencies
were part of the public domain and had to be used in accord-
ance with the public interest.

The second reason put forward for creating public
operators is related to the role assigned to radio broadcasting
as a whole. This mode of communication raised questions
practically throughout the world as to its usefulness and its
potential. And the potential of radio seemed enormous, as did
that of television later, from the political and from the social
and cultural point of view. Equipped with a receiver, citizens
could have access to instantaneous information, and to cul-
tural products which they otherwise would have been unable
to receive.

The question of how it should be organized in order to
maximize its potential was a subject of impassioned debate.
And broadcasting was perceived almost evervwhere us an
mstrument of social and cultural development much more
than as an economic activity, as Rowland and Tracey stress:

(.. .) broadcasting originally was seen principally as a cultural enter-
prise. Broadcasting organizations were taken to be part of that sector

of society — along with theatres, museums, opera and symphony
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companies, universities and education - that is responsible for
generating and examinating its linguistic licerary spiritual esthetic

and ethnic wealth.?

At the political level the capacity of radio broadcasting for
informing citizens on state affairs was valued. It was also
understood in many countries that if citizens were to be
properly informed it should also be ensured that the political
class did not control this medium forits own interest. Thus in
these democracies it seemed to be necessary to guarantee the
political independence of broadcasting.

At the social level it was argued that broadcasting could
fullfill certain roles, but the most important was doubtless its
educational role. Educating by alerting the public to certain
social problems, educating by broadcasting a wide range of
knowledge on a large scale.

At the cultural level radiobroadcasting could beyond a
doubt give rise to new interest in the population for a wide
range of cultural fare. It was thought that the public could be
introduced to music, theatre and books through this mode of
communication. In the same vein the creators of culture saw
radio as an etfective means of introducing themselves and
establishing contact with the public.

And other roles and missions were added depending on
the political culture of the states where radio broadcasting was
being setup. Whether used for promoting national identity, or
regional or ecthnic identities, for strengthening moral values
and democratic ideas, for refining tastes — whatever the
purpose — radio must be seen as a primary instrument for
achieving a series of non-economic objectives.

"This vision of the role and the importance of broadcast-
ing presupposed on the one hand thatall broadcasting should
be seen as a public service and on the other hand that the
authorities concerned should define the mission of broadcast-
ing which would be considered a public service. This mission
still exists in many countries, the best known being to inform,
to educate and to entertain. Contrary to the case with the
frequency spectrum which required only minimal state inter-
vention in order to be shared, this role to be conferred on radio
broadcasting presupposed more direct intervention on
content.

The third reason preceding the establishment of public
operators is more of the order of distrust with regard to the
capacity of the market for fulfilling the public service man-
date imposed on broadcasting.

Whereas in the United States there were private enter-

prises operating broadcasting services, enterprises which ri-
valled one another and sought to maximize theiraudience by
broadcasting popular programmes and which were financed
with income from advertising and only had to comply with
minimum regulations, in most countries which regarded
broadcasting as a public service, a completely different sys-
tem was adopted which, to all intents and purposes, was
intended as the antithesis of the American model. It was
preferred to leave it to a public operator to provide the service
of broadcasting, public financing was given precedence over
financing through advertising, and the monopoly option was
chosen as opposed to competition.

Basically the idea was rejected that in broadcasting the
public interest could be accommodated with the private
interests of private enterprises which were seeking first and
foremost to make their activities profitable.* This attitude
also explains the distrust of income from advertising as a
means of financing, as McQuail points out:

While there are many examples during the old order of significant
funding from commercial sources — especially through charges from
spot advertising — the balance of revenue in hardly any European
country came from advertising. There was a widespread policy that
broadcasting should not be dominated by the search for profic, bucby
the prioritics of professional broadcasters and audiences. Where
income from broadcasting was allowed, it was understrict conditions,
designed to shield programme-making from the need to make
money. This gave managementand broadcasters considerable scope
and created a ‘space’ in the system that could be used for cultural or

social purposes that were not necessarily profitable.?

Furthermore, recourse to public funds seemed to be abso-
lutely justified so that the public operator would know to
whom it owed the service.

Itis understandable that competition should have been
rejected given American practice in the field. Competition
accentuated the tendency of private broadcasters to resort to
programmes which focused on entertainment racher than on
other less ‘profitable’ formulas in order to attract income from
adverusing —itwas considered dangerous. However, recourse
to the *brute force of monopoly’ was obviously also connected
with the argument that using the frequency spectrum which
itself is a public good confers a public service mission on
broadcasting as a whole which can only be fulfilled satisfacto-
rily by one single operator.

The idea that enterprises which aimed more at making
profits than at providing a public service programme should
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be made to compete 1n order to extract maximum income
from advertising was vigorously rejected. Whereas advertis-
ing and competition seemed liable to aggravate their ten-
dency to depart from the mandate of public service assigned
to broadcasters whose interest was to seek profit, the most
logical measure seemed to be to set up a non-profit-making
enterprise which would be financed in part, if notentirely, by
public funds.

Thus the main reason behind the establishment of
public broadcasting corporations was the firm belief that a
public service function and other functions such as maxim-
izing profits were totally incompatible for a broadcasting
operator.®

It 1s understandable that with these three reasons for
justifying the creation of a public service body for broadcast-
ing (the frequency spectrum as a public good controlled in the
public interest; the role of public service assigned to broad-
casting; the rejection of commercialism which ran counter
to the objective of a public service), countries which had
equipped themselves with public broadcasting bodies for a
long time resisted the temptation of changing a system which,
when all was said and done, seemed to satsfy the population
as a public body itself.

It was in this form that public broadcasting, radio at the
start and subsequently television, had its hours of glory.

Reaching wide audiences, public television channels
seemed to play the role believed to devolve on television in
general: that of informing, educating, entertaining, playing
the role of cultural intermediary and acting as a social link
which enabled the general public to be part of the current
events and public debates. That public was not yet ‘frag-
mented’ by the proliferation of channels; television was
watched by individuals or in small groups and its content was
discussed in public places, at work, during ‘leisure’ time.

Given the general public interest in television, public
television channels held a strong position, and although the
need was felt here and there to add one or two public channels
in order to satisfy a public which wanted to have more for its
money, the golden age of public television corporations con-
tinued until the advent of a new environment which imposed
its own logic, a logic fundamentally incompatible with that of

public service.

The new television environment
and the public service model

The public service model which was applied to television to
begin with and developed ‘quietly’, remote from competition
and commercial pressures, was unable in the end to withstand
the rise of a much more commercial and competitive environ-
ment, particularly from the beginning of the 1980s. This clash
between the old model and the demands imposed by the new
context was particularly harsh in Europe where a serics of
public monopolies which were, so tospeak, the epitome of the
public service model, crashed one after the other giving way
to systems which were termed, more or less aptly, mixed
systems. It is appropriate to point out the main traits of this
new environment and of what remains, 1n this context, of the
traditional public service model.

THE NEW ENVIRONMENT

Several monographs published in various countries relate
each in their own way how a predominant public service
model was forced to develop into a new environment which
was designed to be more dependenton the laws of the market,
commercial logic, and competition. Depending on the coun-
try concerned, these monographs underline the importance of
state intervention or the determination of a private actor to
penetrate the television market which had previously been
out of bounds.®

The dawn of a new era

There were many reascns contributing to the rise of a com-
mercial and competitive environment which was not compat-
ible with the traditional order characterizing the public serv-
ice model. Blumler summarizes this transformation which

was to undermine the old model as follows:

The systems in place were bound to change due to a conjunction of
destabilizing factors: the availability of new media technologics,
offering a vastly expanded channel capacity; their extended trans-
mission reach, enabling the projection of programs and advertising
from foreign sources into domestic hearts; the subjection of tele-
vision to industrial policy considerations for enhanced competitive-
ness in international hardware and software markets; the application
to broadcasting of principals of economic and political liberalism by

conservative minded governments; hard lobbying by powerful,
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formally excluded. private interests (notably print publishers, adver-
tisers, and emerging international communication conglomerates)
on behalf of commercialization and deregulation; and the onset of
financial problems for public broadcasters as production costs rose in
the wuke of competition and the value of their licence fees income
declined in real terms. (. . .) In these circumstances, it was politically
iconceivable for the lure to technologically based abundance to be
resisted; vet in the main, only private entrepreneurs could afford

significant investment in its supply.”

If one were to pick out one of the factors listed by Blumler to
explain the transition from the old television order to the new
order, the technological factor would probably rate high with
analysts in the field. Several commentators in fact consider
that the improvementand development of distribution tech-
nologies, of cable and satellite technologies, played a very
major role in destabilizing the old television regime.

It is known on the one hand that these technologies in
some countries directly influenced the proliferation of televi-
ston channels. In the 1980s, the development of distribution
technologies was in fact accompanied by the emergence of
new channels whose growth depended directly on those
technologies. In Germany, forexample, new private channels
came into being as the result of the expansion of cable
networks. In Sweden, satellite transmission connected with
cable networks played a major role in enabling private opera-
tors to enter the television sector which was until then off
limits.

On the other hand, owing to the promise it held, this
technology prompted certain countries to accept the inevita-
ble: a multichannel television universe where private actors
cannot be kept out. Thus, in most countries, new private
channels did notwaituntil cable or satellite facilities had been
developedin concrete terms, butwere opened up through the
wave lengths still available on the frequency spectrum. The
number of channels in Italy and France, for example, dou-
bled, although the technology required did not really develop
during the 1980s. Thus the actual anticipation of what tele-
vision would become through the possible use of distribution
technologies was enough to convince people of the need to
change the old television order.

Onthe other hand, itis important to underline that cable
and satellite did not become established spontaneously as
factors for changing the general television set-up. At the end
of the 1970s, cable distribution was widely developed in

Canada and in Belgium, for example, as a means of retrans-

mitting national or foreign channels. Cable thus acted as an
extension of conventional television by hertzian wave propa-
gation. What changed at the beginning of the 1980s was the
idea that these technologies were not mere extensions of
conventional television, but could and would be used to allow
new channels to emerge which used these means exclusively
for distribution. Indeed this idea was already firmly estab-
lished in the world of research, in the communications indus-
try, and in government ministries or departments which,
often combining efforts, concocted the information society
which was heralded back in the 1970s. Cable and satellite
were regarded as imperative, not as a means of increasing the
number of television channels, but as a means of developing
new infrastructures which could promote economic develop-
ment and the competitiveness of national industry. Commu-
nications and information technologies were thus regarded as
factors of economic growth. Indeed, in his article on cable and
satellite technology, Richeri underlined that the utilization of
this technology in television had been ‘conditioned largely by
factors outside the media, produced by politicaland economic
situations which came to a head during the 1970s’.#

From the middle of the 1970s until the beginning of the
1980s, many government reports, particularly in countries
which were endeavouring to develop these new technologies
and to anticipate the services economy which should carac-
terize the informarion society, underlined the importance of
striking a new course in technology in order to ensure the
growth of the national economy.? T'o judge by the arguments
put forward in those reports, the competitiveness of the state
on the world market depended to a large extent on its ability
to establish and to take advantage of these technologies as
rapidly as possible. The Cable Plan which was launched at
great expense in France at the beginning of the 1980s is an
example of this eagerness to monopolize these technologies.
That plan, which aimed to provide France with a sophisti-
cated cable distribution network using optical fibre, is to be
explained more by the will to mastera technology which could
be used at the national level as a powerful information ex-
change network (a sortof electronic superhighway) and which
could be marketed and sold on foreign markets than by the
desire to increase the number of television channels offered
to viewers (which came about despite the failure of the said
plan). What is more, a further development almost every-
where over the last few years has been the emergence of new
services and new channels whose official purpose is to offer a

wider choice to viewers, whereas they also serve as a bait to
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entice consumers to subscribe to the cable network and thus
pave the way for the future electronic superhighways which
are constantly heralded. Broadcasting became an easy way of
attracting consumer interestand of making consumers partici-
pate in the financing of these infrastructures which were
needed for this vast and costly project so ‘essential’ to the
national economy.

Television was —and still is — subject to the technologi-
cal developments which affect communications as a whole, to
the economicinterests of the firms involved in the production
of communication materials, and to the industrial calculations
that are carned out within ministries and government depart-
ments. But the fact remains that distribution technologies
combined with the other factors identified by Blumler have
opened television to a new environment, which is steadily

involving and growing in complexity.

Market domination

The most noteworthy feature of the major upheaval which
took place in the early 1980s was the proliferation of private
entrepreneurs — channel operators, programme producers,
distributors, etc. These actors, whose primary objective was
profit, became active in a market where competition was
becoming stiffer and stiffer. That competition had many
different forms and affected all actors in the television sector.
Channels vied with one another for income from advertising,
forlistenerand viewer ratings, for subscribers to theirservices,
for broadcasts which would flesh out their programmes, for
TV personalities, for the rights to retransmit sports events.
Producers competed for outlets for their productions, they
fought to obtain designers’ services, to obtain funding from
financial institutions. Teledistribution, cable distribution and
satellite operator services, and soon telephone companies,
were also competing to attract consumers. This competition
became manifest on the national market and increasingly on
the world market, for the expansion of all of these actors now
depended more then ever on the ability to compete with
foreign competition. Channels extended more and more be-
yond national frontiers, enterprises developed coproduction
agreements or tried to penetrate foreign markets by settingup
subsidiaries, producers tried to cover their costs by develop-
ing products which would find buyers abroad, and so on.
This movement of internationalization has, moreover,
been facilitated by the forming of large regional markets.
Television without Frontiers in Europe is an expression of

this will of states to provide their television industry with
access to a larger market at the expense of greater permeabil-
ity of their own markezs for foreign products. Television is no
different from the general economic trends which have come
about in the past few years and which are tending towards a
more open economy.

Competitiveness is now the criterion for assessing the
performance of all actors on the market. Firms mustappearto
be more productive, they must adapt constantly to market
development, and they must anticipate changes which might
affect them.

The new television environmentis marked by commer-
cialism — understood to mean, as Siune and McQuail point
out,'’ a series of phenomena ranging from the privatization of
activities which were formally the sphere of the public sector
to the move to deregulate the television sector, from the
tendency to reduce the obligations and charges imposed on
private actors to that of obliging the public sector to develop
commercial activities, from the tendency to reduce or restrict
the proportion of public funds for financing television to that
of more frequent recourse to advertising and to direct financ-
ing by the consumer. And commercialization is also under-
stood in television to mean the tendency to drop activitics
which are considered to be unprofitable (for instance, in the
case of channels, the programming of cultural broadcasts) so
as to promote others which are more popular and likely to
generate profits.

This new context centres around the consumer. For-
merly regarded as a means of educating individuals and
‘refining their tastes’, television is now dependenton the taste
expressed by consumers. The whole ideology of ‘consumer
sovereignty’ has welcomed technology developments which
give greater control to the consumer over the range of televi-
sion broadcasts. From this point of view, television a la carte
and direct payment per programme are regarded as the out-
come of a long process towards the ultimate victory of con-
sumers, who should pay only for what they really consume.
Over and above this ideology it has to be admitted that the
current environment is indeed tending to facilitate individual
consumption of television more and more, i1s offering viewers
awiderchoice and is thus calling more frequently on consum-
ers to pay for various services.

And finally, in this competitive market context, the
state is finding itself at the core of a complex set-up where 1t
is obliged to contend with the often widely diverging interests

of the various actors directly involved in television (producers
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may want wideraccess to national channels, whereas the latter
may want to free themselves from the obligation to procure
programmes from those producers), to consider the requests
and expectations of various social groups with regard to
television, to collaborate with the equipment industry in
financing the development and establishment of techniques
which can promote economic growth but which are also liable
to have important repercussions on the television market (the
electronic superhighway is yet another example of this), to
take accountof the forms of intervention to which itis entitled
while bearing in mind the international agreements it has
signed or the general constraints imposed by the rules of
international trade.

Faced with this new environment which englobes in
television and which has been outlined only too briefly in the
present paper, one is forced to state that the public service
model of bygone days is disintegrating.

VICISSITUDES OF THE PUBLIC SERVICE MODEL

The public service model presented above has been based
traditionally on three types of justification. These justifica-
tions, taken as an ensemble, have been eroded and there are
only a few fragments left whose meaning and usefulness are
gradually becoming lost.

The technical justification, the scarcity of frequencies,
which was quoted in former days to justify tight public control
of television or quite simply to keep private enterprises out,
has been eliminated, as we have seen, by cable and satellite
techniques. With other technological advances such as digital
compression, it is no longer far-fetched to foresee an era of
abundance regarding channels and all sorts of services offered
to consumers in the years that lie ahead.

Another reason put forward to justify the establishment
of the public service model was connected with the actual role
that one wanted to see television play. With the advent of
private entreprencurs in the television field, the idea thatonly
public television could effectively fulfill the mission of public
service assigned to television as a whole has gradually been
abandoned and the fact has been accepted that private chan-
nels can also be asked to contribute.!’ Indeed the British
example illustrates this situation rather well. The private
network I'TV (independent television), under the auspices of
a public body whose task was to ensure that the public service
mission was complied with, fulfilled this task for several years
(although in order to undertake such a task I'TV enjoyed a

monopoly of income from advertising which was a strong
incentive for it to respect its ‘public role’). Imposing all sorts
of responsibilities and public service obligations on private
channels did, paradoxically, reduce the symbolic importance
of the role of public television in this respect. If ‘private’
channels can fulfill public service missions, what is the point
in having public television? Although he does not agree,
Achille stresses this idea explicitly at the end of a recent work

on public television in Europe:

In this complexand profoundly evolving context, arises the question
of the general privatization of public television networks in Europe.
In the liberal logic, the public sector has no role exceptin relation to
a public service mission, and that mission can be fulfilled perfectly
well by the private sector. It is possible to impose certain constraints
by regulation alone without any need for a system financed by the

consumer or by the state.'?

In the course of the past few years new regulatory bodies have
been set up in several countries with the more specific task of
‘monitoring’ how private broadcasters are fulfilling their pub-
lic service responsibilities and obligations. This movement
further strengthens the idea that the private sector 1s sharing
in the public service idea and gives this sector important
political arguments for requesting protection from foreign
competition oraid to promote the expansion of the sectorand,
above all, 1s tending to subordinate the public service idea
itself to the economic and commercial success of this sector.
Guillou and Padioleau have already underlined the complex
problems which can arise between the regulatory body and
the controlled sector, where what might be termed a sort of
complicity becomes established, the body becoming more
and more sensitive to the needs of the ‘controlled sector’
which in turn takes advantage of the notoriety and legitimacy
of the former in order to boost its own importance.'* What is
more, the regulations applied to the private sector now take
account of market conditions and competition. Public service
missions themselves compete with other commercial and
industrial objectives, whether it be a question of taking
account of technologies or the need to develop new services
at the national level before they are offered by foreign enter-
prises.

Inshort, the idea of publicservice has now been watered
down. In fact one could almost say that what was at one time
considered to be incompatible, that is having commercial

television and maintaining a public service, has now, or will
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soon, become synonymous. The watering down of the public
service idea is connected with the fact that it is adopted or
used for every case. s it a public service mission to further
cultural promotion at the national level? If it is, the idea of
publicservice can then be applied to any attempt to dynamize
the production and programming of endogenous products
independently of the private or public organizations which
produce or broadcast them. Is televisionasa whole considered
to be a public service? If it is, then all channels, whether
general-interest or special-interest channels, and irrespective
of how they are financed, must be recognized as a party to this
service. Is it a public service mission to ensure the pluralism
of the programmes offered? The proliferation of channels,
and in particular of the number of special-interest channels,
which broadcast non-stop newsreels or programmes for young
people, sports programmes or weather forecasts, films or
horoscopes, fulfill this mission entirely.

It is understandable that in an environment where the
very concept of public service has become so elastic, public
television is navigating in troubled waters. Formerly pro-
tected from competition and commercial pressures, public
television, where it still embodies the old idea of public
service, is seeking its place. Having lost the exclusive right to
provide a public service, it has lost part of its legitimacy.
Subject more and more to commercial pressures, it has gradu-
ally had to convert to a commercial enterprise. Before taking
a closer look at how this crisis is being experienced within
public television, it must be underlined thatitis not the cause.

In an article on television and communications in Ire-

land, Bell and Meehan concluded the following:

(.. ) thestate itselfis presiding over this restructuring process within
the communications sector. Indeed the public service bodies are
themselves being used as vehicles to achieve the integration of the
domestic communication sector into an international market place

for cultural products and media hardware.™

In the past few years, public television has been called upon
to contribute in many countries to promoting the research and
development of certain technologies (ranging from direct
satellite transmission to high resolution television), and it has
also been used, for example, for promoting the expansion of
a private audio-visual productionindustry (public television is
being called on more and more to commission programmes
from private producers rather than produce those pro-
grammes itself).'> When one considers otherincentives which

25

are pushing public television to become commercialized,
such as opening up to income from advertising in order to
compensate for a relative decrease in public funding, one
discovers the rather ludicrous situation where public televi-
sion acts as a private commercial entreprencur and serves
various industrial purposes and private television channelsare
forced to serve certain public service purposes.

It is in this confusion of genres that most public tele-
vision channels, which previously seemed to have a clear-cut

role in a much simpler environment, are now struggling.

Public television trapped

Public television, the last bastion of an obsolescent model, is
in the throes of a crisis. It is expected to do better than the
private channels in embodying the public service ideal of
which it is no longer allowed the monopoly and whose mean-
ing has toalarge extent been forgotten, and in order toachieve
this it is expected to adopt a mode of operation which no
longer distinguishes it from the commercial channels. It is
expected to be productive, efficient, capable of gencrating its
ownincome and able to attract ‘consumers’. ltisalso expected
to differ from the private channels in its programming. Soitis
expected to be similar and different at the same time.

THE CRISIS IN QUESTION

From the pointof view of public television itself, that is to say
as experienced within an actual organization, the present
crisis i1s being caused by the competition to which it 1s
increasingly exposed. And this competition can only intensify
as technologies are developed and as private capital is at-
tracted to television. For public television, this means com-
peting harder foran audience, for purchasing programmes, for
qualified staff, for TV personalities, for the rights to retrans-
mit sports events, for financial resources, and even for win-
ning over the political authorites to its cause.'®

According to Hulténand Brants, public television today
has been plunged into a context of competition which ts
limiting its strategic choices. It can adapt, playing the compe-
ttion game by taking a resolutely commercial stand; it cun
seek to purify itself, that is to say, to concentrate on its public
service mission understood to mean providinga service whose
programme is composed of broadcasts which the commercial
channels consider to be unprofitable; or it can play both cards

atonce, thatis tosayitcancompensate by navigating between
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the commercial game and public service.!” All public tele-
vision channels currently operate on this continuum.

Largely dependent on the competition situation and on
the available income, these two strategies are subject to
criticism: the first reduces the distinction between public
sector and private sector television, whereas the second trans-
forms public television into a marginal and minority television
channel.

In general the effect of the proliferation of private
channels has been to fragment the audience: the more chan-
nels there are, the greater the fragmentation. The public
television audience is decreasing in every country. Normal
and predictable though this phenomenon may be, public
television is suffering from this drop in the number of viewers,
for rather than examining what the public television audience
might be in a predetermined context and how its capacity to
interest as wide a public as possible by providing a varied
programme might be ascertained (for example by seeking to
combine all audience ratings for public television for one
week orone month), the tendency is to use the much-vaunted
viewer ratings as a general evaluation criterion. In adopting a
commercial method for assessing its performance, public
television has no choice but to take it into account to justify
the public funds which itreceives, for the political authorities
which are authorized to determine the amount to be guaran-
teed behave towards public television as advertisers behave
towards private channels financed by advertising. On the
other hand (barring exceptions), advertisers care little about
how those channels manage to maximize their audience. In
the case of public television, the relationship with political
decision-makers is different, as is the relattonship with the
public at large.

Seeing its audience melt away in the course of the past
few vears, public television has opted to change its pro-
gramme and to play the commercialization card, by increasing
the number of broadcasts likely to win the widest possible
audience. More films, more fiction, more sports events, more
entertainment, as the Americans say. The bill for broadcasts
has also been changed through efforts to develop a more
‘flambovant’ style ‘calculated to appeal’. Itis well known how
fine the line is between information or ‘serious’ public affairs
and ‘reality shows’, and how much it is simply a question of
taste. And changes have also been made in the scheduling of
broadcasts by relegating cultural broadcasts or documentaries
to later broadcasting times and broadcasting more attractive

programmes at times when there is a wider audience. The

tendency, however, is to react to this type of strategy with
suspicion. If public television is capable of winning an audi-
ence, this means that it is becoming commercialized. This
attitude to competition, which tends to court the hostility of
certain purists who would prefer public television to produce
only high level culture, butalso of the private channels, which
see it as a threat to their own income (particularly in the case
of channels which are financed through advertising), haseven
greater consequences as regards the public, who may no
longer be able to distinguish public television from its com-
petitors. People are thus less interested in paying taxes to
finance a television channel which is just like all the others.
Similarly, and particularly in the context where budgetary
restrictions are the order of the day, it becomes tempting for
the political authorities to reduce or even to withdraw the
public funds which are guaranteed to public television since,
orso it would seem, it could operate through its own means if
it were privatized. In the present context, too large or too small
anaudience thus becomes problematical for public television.

It must also be pointed out that this competition for the
audience is even tougherif public television is financed partly
through advertsing, for the incentive ‘to go commercial’
increases tenfold. To the best of our knowledge, there has
been no example to date of a public television channel
financed through advertising which in a context of competi-
tion for this type of income has managed to adopt an attitude
of falling back on its public service mission or to gain more
independence regarding its share of audience on the ‘market’.

The proliferation of channels and thus the increase in
competition is having a further appreciable effect on public
television: that of entailing considerable inflation in the price
of the shows serving to flesh out the various programmes
offered to viewers. Of course this problem also affects the
strategy adopted by public television with regard to its pro-
gramme. If there are not enough funds to purchase costly
programmes, fiction for example, public television will tend
to resort to broadcasts which are admittedly less costly butare
also liable to reduce its audience, with the consequences
already discussed. If it still has the means, it takes partin the
outbidding tactics which in turn increase its need for income,
and if that income is not forthcoming from public sources it
will come from commercial activities, thus increasing the
channels’ propensity for developing into a commercial enter-
prise. This type of attitude is always liable to invite the
criticism that public television is squandering the public
funds which itis granted on broadcasts thatare not necessarily
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compatible with the concept of public service, a concept
which has now become extremely vague and is a factor of
unfair competition vis-@-vis the private channels, which do
not benefit from this type of income.

Competition thus affects public television by causing it
gradually to lose its audience and by increasing its operating
costs. [ts main problem in these circumstances remains thatof
maintaining an audience threshold which is acceptable to the
‘advertiser state’, that is to say, to the political authorities
which merely go by viewer ratings thatare easy to understand,
and thatof rationalizing its operations, which consists notonly
of seeking new forms of income, butof applying management
roles more similar to those applied by commercial enterprises.
Here we have an enterprise which seeks to produce more with
less, to obtain the maximum with the minimum. The idea of
being efficient and productive is not bad in itself; it 1s what s
expected of any publicinstitution. The questionis whetherin
this process towards efficiency and productivity the objec-
tives for which public television was originally created have
not been forgotten. In the literature on the subject, several
commentators stress the growing convergence in the mode of
operation of public and private television channels as well as
in the management of their services.'

Even the language used in public television has
changed. In an article on television in Norway, Syvertsen
underlined the change in phrasing which was affecting Nor-
wegian public television:

Whereas policy documents putoutas late as 1982 were phrased in the
traditional paternalistic NRK style (...), the manner of speech
changed towards the end of the decade. In 1987 the institution went
as far as describing its public service obligations as a competitive
handicap. Furthermore, terms like products and customers are now
increasingly used by broadcasters to describe programmes and audi-

ences. '

The argument that certain public service obligations, such as
that of offering broadcasts addressed to minorities, are a
handicap when it comes to contending with competition is
understandable from the point of view of a commercial chan-
nel. But when it is used by public television it is worrying.
According to another researcher, Tracey, who has car-
ried out intensive research on public television channels
throughout the world and who has met numerous officials
from those channels, public television is engaging more and
more management technocrats who perform the task of mak-
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ing cutbacks in both programmes and staff without devoting
any thought to how these cutbacks might possibly affect
certain functions of public television.?” For example, public
television formerly had means at its disposal for training its
staff, ‘maturing’ its projects, and developing its ideas. In a
context of cutbacks and frantic efforts to achieve flexibility, it
now no longer has the ‘time’; it has to react rapidly, find
rapidly, pleasing rapidly.

As Tracey says again, ‘It is clear that the ability of most
public broadcasting organizations to develop talent is cven
more diminished: no “space”, no institutional memory, more
dependence on an independent sector whose only concern is
survival’ !

What is more, it has been observed in the past few years
thatcertain public television channels have started to develop
new services, either on their own or in collaboration with
private enterprises, in the hope of attracting new forms of
income. For example, some public television channels have
embarked on producing special-interest television, which is
financed by subscription or by a combination of advertising
and subscription. The logic behind these initiatives and che
argument which has been put forward to justify the rush for
income from advertising or the establishment of public TV
enterprises, which are the commercial subsidiaries of public
television channels, is simple: it is necessary to commercialize
public television activities in order to ensure that certain
public service obligations can be maintained. What is profit-
able finances what is unprofitable. From this point of view,
the argument is the same as that put forward by the private
channels to the regulatory bodies when they depart from their
responsibilities and obligations. Less responsibility means
more profitability and, it is promised, will ensurc that the
remaining responsibilities are better fulfilled. For public
television, oratleast for certain public television channels, the
ability to fulfill public service obligations properly now seems
to have been subordinated to that of developing commercial
activities in order to have access to income from advertising or
to more of such income. They are compensating for public
disinvestment and demonstrating their ability to respond to
the competitive environment.

Of course not all public television channels have to
contend with the same degree of competition. Some of them
are continuing to interest a wide audience, others can even
boast of having various substantial budgets at their disposal.
But this competition is nevertheless continuing to grow; we
have not yet seen the end of it. If the ability of public
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televiston to fulfill its public service obligations and to resist
the temptation to play the commercial card is due here and
there to a certain sluggishness in the development of new
services and to temporary resistance on the part of the authori-
ties concerned to allowing new channels to make their en-
trance on the market, then there is reason for concern for the
future of that television, and that concern is openly expressed

by several analysts of the television scene.

WHAT WILL BE THE FUTURE OF PUBLIC
TELEVISIONT

It 1s difficult to be optimistic about the future of public
television in the medium and long term. In the present
context, it seems to be trapped for whatever strategy is
adopted to enable it to continue, only the short term would
seem to be assured. Silj summarizes this problem as follows:

Public broadcasters are trapped between two stools, both very risky:
either to remain true to itself and tts mission as a public service as it
is traditionally defined (. . .), or that of facing up to its competitors by
imitating their models, especially as regards programming, but with-

out the means necessary to achieve superior quality.?

On the one hand, public television might become more and
more commercialized, which would justify its privatization.
On the other hand, the image of a television channel which
focuses on fulfilling a few traditional public service obliga-
tions would suggest the creation of a sort of cultural ghertto
which would only draw an extremely limited audience: a
public television channel which would merely offer pro-
grammes off-loaded by private channels because they are
unprofitable. As Souchon points out, this strategy would be
welcomed by the commercial channels, which ‘continually
remind the publicservice of the purpose of its responsibilities,
ofits duty touplift the mind, to inform and to educate, without
too much entertainment and arousing only moderate interest
according to the well-known role-sharing: culture is for you,
the audience is for us.’® In the same line of thought, Brown
points to the attitude of the communications magnate Rupert
Murdoch, who, at the end of the 1980s, argued that it was
nccessary to maintain a public television channel in the
United Kingdom, but in a very American view of what such a

channel might be like:

Murdoch saw a continued need for a public service component in

British broadcasting, but he wanted it to operate more as the public
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broadcasting service (PBS) does in the United States (. . .). Presum-
ably, thisarrangement would relieve UK commercial broadcasters of
the need to provide less profitable programming, just as such PBS-
programming as Sesame Street and Mister Rogers Neighbourhood
has provided US commercial broadcasters with an excuse for ne-

glecting children.?*

This idea of seeing the BBC in the United Kingdom or the
various public television channels throughout the world be-
come transformed into PBS clones cannot portend a great
future for those channels at a time when American public
television is the subject of constant criticism, draws an ex-
tremely limited audience and 1s faced with increasingly stiff
competition from special-interest channels which offer the
same programmes. &

Even for researchers, those who analyse the phenom-
enon in the hope that they will find solutions to maintaining
public television worthy of the name, finding the right words
to express what public television should do in such a context
isareal headache. Inanarticle on public television in Western
Europe which was published in 1992, Blumler and Hoffmann-
Riem argued that in the present context public television
should ‘compete complementarily’ with the private chan-

% The authors themselves were careful to put the expres-

nels.
ston ‘compete complementarily’ in italics, since they probably
realized full well that it was not explicit. For at the moment
that expression describes not so much what public television
should do in the future as what most public television chan-
nels throughout the world are already doing or attempting to
do, and it summarizes their current problem more than a
solution for the medium or long term.

If one agrees on the hypothesis, which, when all is said
and done, i1s quite plausible, that the commercial environ-
ment which currently prevails in television is here to stay and
that it will even continue to increase, that competition itself
will also intensify in the years that lie ahead as new services of
all sorts are developed (which means more competition for
programmes, the audience, and income), and when one con-
siders that public television has no miracle strategy to offer for
contending with this global movement, the worst must be
expected. The worst because the basis, the principles which
can justify the presence of such a television channel have not
been redefined in terms of the new environment. By giving
the impression that the former incompatibility of the com-
mercial and the public service model was a mistake and that
they could very well be reconciled, public television, which
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saw itself as the embodiment of the old regime, has been
destabilized. Since the public service model no longer exists,
since its visions and justifications have been trampled under-
foot, public television is close to being sacrificed. Quite apart
from the crisis in its operating methods, public television
today is facing an identity crisis, a crisis of legitimacy.

Its role, programme, financing and the evaluation of its
performance depend on the place itis expected to hold in the
present and future environment. All of this depends on the
acknowledged purpose of and need for maintaining an idea
which was formerly called public service and which should be
rethought in the present context. This tallies with Silj’s

argument:

Perhaps the moment has really arrived (. . .), to reappraise and renew
terminology by now out of date and perhaps not only the terminol-
ogy. Perhaps the time has come to redefine the responsibilities, the
role and the modus operandi of the state in the television sector in
wholly new terms instead of altering what exists already, instead of
becoming entrenched in a model which has become confused and
involves behaving in the manner of commercial television even if
this is not the intention (or, if you like, simply involves public sector
television competing for viewers against private sector television),

and is called public without truly being so.?

One cannot overemphasize the confusion observed by Silj.
Either the market with its underlying commercial and com-
petitive logic can cope with all the expectations and needs
which one may have regarding the television media (and with
which public service is synonymous), or else it is inadequate
and the public service should provide a means of identifying
a different form of television which complies with a different
logic and could justify the presence of a television channel
whose organization and raison d’érre differ from those of
private sector television. This is not the case at the present
time. As has already been mentioned, there 1s a tendency to
believe that the commercial private sector in television par-
ticipates, or can participate, in a public service enterprise,
however vague it may be, which would see ttself as non-
commercial. In parallel, as the result of indifference or igno-
rance, public television is being forced to change into a
commercial enterprise.

If public television has a future, that future depends on
the reasons which can be put forward to justify its existence
within the fraimework of the commercial environment which

prevails in the television sector. That future also depends on
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the objectives which are set for that sector, on the mission
which one decides to assign it and which does not seem to be
realizable in that environment. In this sense, it can be argued
thatone of the unfortunate developments connected with the
disintegration of the old public service model is that that
model has been forced to merge with the new environment

rather than having been distinguished from it.
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Chapter 2

Legitimacy

of public television
in the era

of the market

Economy versus culture

A public television channel that is forced to compete and to
operate commercially and a private television channel which
is being asked to fulfill public service objectives —such is the
confusion which reigns today at a time when the concept of
public service is dying out in a context dominated by the
market concept. And the crisis of the legitimacy of public
television seems to point to a much deeper and more global
crisis which is in fact affecting all public service institutions.’
For some this crisis falls within the context of an historical
tension between economy and culture,? for others, in a struc-
tural conflict between capitalism and democracy,® and for
others again it demonstrates the extent to which economyand
politics are separate spheres and conceive of the individual
differently, either as a consumer in the case of the former or
as a citizen in the case of the latter.* In general, as a result of
the public television crisis, more thought is being devoted to
how culture, the social field and politics are being dominated
by the economy, as though the economy were no longer
simply one of the spheres of life in society, but the sphere
which must take precedence over all others.

This conflict between ‘spheres’ is quite noticeable in
the literature on television. Researchers are clearly worlds
apart depending on whether they claim to be or can be
identified with what could be termed very generally the
‘market school’ or the ‘critical school’. Although some believe

that these two schools can be ‘reconciled’ by becoming more
familiar with each other’s outlook,’ others consider that the
postulates, hypotheses and analyses of these schools make
themincompatible.®Itmust be stated that with their different
concepts of the individual, the state, and the role of the media
and of society as a whole, these schools propose visions of the
place which public television must hold in the contemporary
audio-visual world which are equally different. One can ac-
cept Tracey’s position:

In the first instance one cannot have a discussion of the nature of the
television one wants which runs ahead of a debate about the kind of
society which is desired. A philosophy of broadcasting can only be
born out of a philosophy of society since broadcasting can only ever
beasymbolic articulation of the value and expectations and needs of

the wider society.’

It must therefore be considered that the crsis of the legiti-
macy of public television can only be understood if itis related
to the ‘philosophy’ which for several years now has becn
causing its marginalization and indecd its disappearance.
Likewise, this television can only find legitimacy if the prin-
ciples of the philosophy which justify it are made known.
Before examining these philosophies, we mustimmedi-
ately idenufy our own vision, if only to be consistent with
T'racey’s position, which we support. In our opinion, tele-
vision falls within the province of both the economy and
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culture. Television can lend itself to the market as can other
culrural products and services, but neither television nor the
other cultural products can be reduced to mere commodities.
Nor do we believe that the opposing philosophies on public
television are reconcilable if this is understood to mean the
possibility of merging them (just as we do not consider it
possible to merge the market and public service, public
television and private television). To illustrate our idea we
believe in the coexistence of these philosophies, the coexist-
ence of economyand culture, where each sphere expresses its
own particular mode of organization regarding television. In
other words, we refuse the approach which accepts only all
market or all culcure.

And finally we must bear in mind, again as regards
television, that the coexistence of or the balance between
these opposing philosophies, between economy and culture,
is currently threatened by the domination of one over the
other. We therefore consider it important to retrace the limits
of the all-market approach which prevail at the present time
and to lay greater emphasis on the philosophy through which
the legitimacy of public television can be restored.

THE “ALL-MARKET’ OR THE ‘READY-THOUGHT’
APPROACH

It has been emphasized that the economy seems to predomi-
nate all else in the past few years. The globalization of the
cconomy, the opening of markets, free trade agreements,
major economic areas, GATT (General Agreementon Tariffs
and T'rade, now replaced by the World Trade Organization),
the IMF (International Monetary Fund), etc. are the topics of
the dav. In television there has been talk of liberalization,
privatization, deregulation, and so on.

In television, as in other fields, the market school has
eclipsed the critical school.® As though the latter had been
discredited because it is too closely associated with the
memory of public service (or state) monopolies in the tele-
vision field. The rapid expansion of the private sector has
been welcomed as a liberation, and the real attraction of the
new private channels, whether of general-interest or special-
interest, for viewers will have served the arguments of the
supporters of the market school, who have called and are still
calling for more extensive liberalization of television. The
popularity of this school by far exceeds the advantage or the
originality of the theory on which it is based, for, as Rotstein
points out, the marketschool 1s nothing other than a revival of

classic economic doctrines.” As has been the case in the past,
this school merely reiterates the theory that a market which is
free of all constraints is the ideal mechanism forachieving the
well-being of all. The consumer’s freedom of choice is a
salient feature on that market, and the producer benefits if he
or she succeeds in satisfying the consumer. Supply and de-
mand seek each otherand are matched on this market, where
prices determine the value of the goods and services ex-
changed.

Applied to television, the market is seen as superior to
state intervention for ensuring that viewers’ needs are satis-
fied, not to speak of the numerous corollary advantages
connected with the competition which producers engage in
order to satisfy consumers and which Gallagher presents as
follows:

It is increasingly recognized that the public interest standard is
meaningless outside the normal mechanism of the market place,
where the actual interests and needs of viewers are usually best
perceived and served by competitive entrepreneurial venturing.
Several decades of experience confirm that regulatory efforts have
generally inhibited television’s growth, service to the public and
economic benefits — whereas freeing market forces has encouraged

innovation, the expansion of services, and consumer choice."

At a time when private channels are steadily increasing in
number, and when special-interest television services are
multiplying, it is easy for the market school to see the new
audio-visual deal as confirmation of the superiority of the
market over state control and to see each new channel or
service as another step in the right direction.

In this market place, where barriers to competition and
marketentry have beenremoved, each new television entrant
must offer viewers something of increased value in order to
prosper. For example, new services must offer alternative
programme choice, or a larger quantity or quality of already
favoured programmes or television service at a lower cost,
with better value for money, or with greater convenience than
existing services.!!

Let us leave aside the criticisms and surveys which call
in question the capacity of the market to offer real diversity in
television and let us focus on the criticisms which the market
school levels at the old television order where public televi-
sion channels dominated and where the state limited the
number of channels. These criticisms, according to Syvert-

sen, can be summarized as follows:
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Thiscritique is based ona number of intellectual views on the nature
of the television commodity. This is, firstly, the view that television
is no different from any other commodity, therefore it should relate
to its audience as individual consumers and give people ‘what they
want’. Secondly, it is argued that protection from market pressures
breeds complacency and wastefulness, and makes the broadcasters
insensitive to the wishes and interests of their ‘customers’ . Finally,
itisargued that when the number of channels increases, the need for
regulation correspondingly decreases. This is firstly because the
exercise of choice by viewers will safeguard the range and quality
which was previously guaranteed by regulation. Secondly, a large
number of channels makes it economically viable to appeal to more

narrow interests and smaller taste cultures.'?

As the old television order gave way to more extensive use of
the market and new technologies opened up the possibility of
relating television supply more directly to consumers by ena-
bling the latter to pay directly for the services they want to have,
the marketschool perhaps achieved the crest of its wave during
the 1980s with the widespread ‘consumer sovereignty’ craze.
The Peacock Committee, which drew up a survey on the
financing of the BBC in the United Kingdom, is still the most
frequently quoted example with regard to this idea of consumer
sovereignty so dear to the market school.™* The authors of the
report issued by that committee identified their views on what
British television should become right from the outset:

British broadcasting should move towards a sophisticated market
system based on consumer sovereignty. That is a system which
recognizes that viewers and listeners are the best judges of theirown
interest, which they can best satisfy if they have the option of
purchasing the broadcasting services they require from as many

alternative sources of supply as possible.™

For the committee the central objective was to strengthen
consumer freedom of choice and to make it possible for the
range of programmes offered to consumers to be expanded.
The Committee acknowledged that it drew its position on
broadcasting from a more general philosophy whose inspira-

tion was clearly identified:

Our goal is of course derived from aims much wider than applying to
broadcasting alone. They are abandoned, for example, in the first
amendment to the US Constitution (December 15, 1791). (This lays
downinter alia: Congress shall make no law. . .abridging the freedom
of speech orofthe press.) Itis often taken by US writers to mean both
thac television monopolies are to be prevented and that government

intrusion of a negative, censorious kind is to be avoided.”

This philosophy is based on fundamental principles:
freedom of choice for the consumer, freedom of expression for
the ‘producer’, refusal to a third person, or, even less, a group
orinstitution, to decide for the individual whatis good for that
person. Centred on the individual, and more specifically on
the individual’s capacity as a consumer, this philosophy looks
benevolently — as does the committee — on the expansion of
television services, which are synonymous with freedom for
the consumer, and the direct payment of those services by the
consumer, which ensures economic efficiency through the
price mechanism.

In fact the Peacock Committee was merely expressing
the traditional principles of economic liberalism, the new
aspect being that until then television had been regarded as a
product which could not lend itself to the market, both
because of the type of industry to which it belonged (we shall
come back to this later) and owing to its social and cultural
role. The advantage which the committee can immediately
be conceded is that of recognizing the philosophy from which
it claims to draw its inspiration, which distnguishes it from
many market theorists, who ofien distance themselves from
the critical school and rake refuge in the rigour of their theory,
the technical language of the market, or the refusal to make
value judgements, for example, on the role of television oron
its content.'® Has not market television favoured the propaga-
tion of ‘infotainment’ (entertainment information), ‘info-
mercials’ (commercials disguised as reports) or reality tele-
vision (a type which is included in what one refers to more
generally as trash TV in the United States)? It is of little
consequence. As long as it all meets consumer demand.

Itis important to look more closely at this pointconcern-
ing the distinction to be made between the philosophy under-
lying the market, the liberal economy, and the cold and
rigorous scientific approach adopted by cerwain theorists of
the marketschool. For, as we shall see, where one can contrast
the liberal economy with certain principles of liberal democ-
racy and of political liberalism (thus asserung that iberalism
presupposes the coexistence of separate spheres of life in
society), itwould seem that many more difficultes arise today
when it comes to proposing modes of organization for televi-
sion which are based on values which must not first be
translated into the language of the market, a language which

precisely imposes its own values. As Smith points out:

The market is the magic potion which brings efficiency to all mortal

projects and straightens outall minds into a state of readiness to serve
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the viewers and listeners. The great strength of the argument for
privatization was and is that it is so easy to express. There is no need
to prove anything and it doesn’t take a moment to explain. It is easily

understood.?

There is such infatuation with the market that it is becoming
difficult for many researchers not to legitimize measures to
muaintain public television or indeed other institutions with-
out using the language specific to the market. This is the case
with many analysts (some of whom are economists who
themselves are somewhat embarrassed by this all-market
approach who use a whole panacea of concepts ranging from
public good to externalities and including market failures,
market power or merit good."®

These concepts, however useful they may be, remain as
many parasites on a general economic theory which is in no
way affected in its general principles. Having to defend
television, and, in particular, public television’s contribution
to maintaining democracy or having to stress its cultural role
from the point of view of external programmes merely con-
firms the idea that television must be considered first and
foremost from the market perspective, that it is addressed to
consumers, and that it falls primarily within the economic
sphere. Using these concepts to justify the need to have a
more cultural and more social vision of television is a daunting
challenge for market critics and puts them in a position where
thev do not always master the language, and where they are
obliged to accept the general postulates on which market
theory is based."

This explains why certain advocates of the critical
school simply refuse to use that language to defend their
theories.® The citizen, political equality, the community,
rights, the public sphere, are so many concepts foreign to the
classic economic theory used by market theorists. The only
value which television has is the value attributed to it on the
market?' — which is hardly surprising, since the value of
culture itself is condirional upon that same market.?

In general, in this context where the market school
predominates, where the economy and the all-market ap-
proach are the salient features, and where the ‘ready thought’
market concept is becoming inevitable to the point where it
becomes no longer a theoretical tool but an ideology, public
television is navigating in a context where the public service
concept has virtually lost all meaning, where any institution
that departs from the market is suspect, where culture boils

down to a system of goods and services that can be converted

34

into cash, and where television is regarded like any other
product or service. Veljanowski illustrates and supports this
idea:

The mediaislike cheese. (.. )itisanindustry orservice which is like
any other economic activity. It is subject to the laws of supply and
demand and it reacts in a predictable fashion to changes in the
economic conditions of production and distribution. Media wre

commodities.”

BETWEEN THE MARKET IDEAL
AND MARKET REALITY

Initsreport, the Peacock Committee put forward the idea that
the BBC should perhaps offer its services to consumers in the
form of a subscription. In the short term, the committee
considered that the BBC should continued to be financed
through licence fees. Itis interesting to note that a committee
which is an open supporter of the idea of consumer sover-
eignty should be reluctant, 4ic ef nune, to recommend that the
television market should be completely ‘opened’ or ‘de-
regulated’. In fact the committee considered that, at the time
of its survey, the real television market did not allow the
consumer to enjoy all of the ‘benefits’ which were connected
with the absolutely competitive market in a way different to
what the theory implied. In other words, there was a gap
between the ideal market and the real market which the
committee could not ignore, since it was examining that very
reality. Of course the committee did not lose hope of one day
seeing the ideal model realized, bur realities reduced it to
believing that the time had not yet come.

Basically one might also wonder if that ‘time’ will ever
come, for this example clearly illustrates the gap between
theory, the intellectual tool which the market remains, and its
philosophical counterpart which transforms itinto a projectof
society and an ideology.

Many of the criticisms levelled at the market school
come from analysts who, rather than imagining what the ideal
television market would be, concentrate on studying the real
television economy, the concrete television market, which is
by no means completely competitive. Although these ana-
lysts do not deny that there is a television market, they do not
make it a universal panacea. Moreover, several discuss the
place held by public television channels on that market and
the problems which itcomes up against, yetacceptat the same

time that the rationale of that television does not reflect that
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of the private channels. They note that public televiston is a
matter of the public service principle, which itself is based on
a philosophy that has little to do with the market aura which
today pervades the entire television environment.

It must be understood at this point that these analysts
who study the real marketdo notclaim to belong to the market
school, nor can they be considered to be so. Although some of
them may even be associated with the critical school, others
merely analyze the status of the market, the development of
the industry, the consequences of competition amongst pro-
gramme suppliers, the content of television broadcasts
offered to viewers, the impact of technological development
on the market.

The market and television discussed in these surveys
differ notably in the way they are described by the theorist-
ideologists of the market school.?* What are the points raised
in this literature and these surveys? They discuss the concen-
tration of media property and point to the industrial strategies
pursued by the big communication groups.” They thus dem-
onstrate vertical or horizontal integration processes which
aim, interalia, to enable large scale enterprises to protect their
investments in a sector where financial risks are extremely
high, particularly in the case of audio-visual production. They
demonstrate the importance of economies of scale which, in
particular, have for years been enabling the American film
industry to dominate the world marketin this field and also to
maintain this colossal domination in the field of major televi-
sion fiction. They also discuss how distribution technology
and the fragmentation of income from advertising which has
come about as the resulit of the proliferation of channels and
rising production costs have stimulated the trend towards
globalization of the market and of competition. As Salaiin

points out:

Competition in the communications field has moved to the interna-
tional level. Those who seem like giants on the scale of a European

country are often mere dwarfs at the world level .

This is an interesting phenomenon where competition at the
world level is now calling for concentration at the interna-
tional level.?” And it is also interesting because it shows how
the state is continuing to intervene in this free television
market by pursuing policies which promote closer business
links or, for example, by supporting the industry through
various measures such as funds for supporting audio-visual

creations® which benefit private producers. In general, as was

pointed outin Chapter 1, the role of the state, which conspires
with industry to decree policies enabling the latter to contend
with foreign competition, is discussed at length.

The importance of distribution means is also being
underlined more and more, an importance which gives those
who control those means certain power over what can be
conveyed through them.? Again the effects of inter-channel
competition are analyzed. Salaiin argues the following:

In television, competiticn mechanisms are inducing commercial
television channels to optimize the audience/cost ratio of the pro-
grammes. This trend is leading to channel uniformity through a dual
phenomenon: that of the ‘less objectionable programme’ where the
programme to which viewers object least attracts the largest audi-
ence; that of the lower cost, where the programmes which attract the
largest audience and the highest amortization rate are the most
popular and the least costly when resold and thus the most fre-

quently rebroadcast.®

According to some analysts, rather than bring the diversity
promised by the market school, the proliferation of channcls
merely brings more of the same and even causes diversity to
be reduced, not to mention the deterioration in the quality of
programmes since, in their opinion, the fragmentation of the
audience means, in the last analysis, that income 1s dispersed
and consequently the capacity of ‘suppliers’ to embark on
production which is innovatory and original but which is also
costly and involves risks is reduced.”

All of these analyses have their faults of course, but the
salient idea is that there 1s a tremendous gulf between the
study of the real markert, and of television in all its complexity,
and the ingenuous vision which the marketschool proposes of
its ideal markec. This idealism is one of the things for which
the report of the Peacock Committee and its consumer sover-
eignty fad have been criticized. Blumler and Nossiter com-

mented as follows on the report:

Its vision of a subscription-financed future, in which pay-per-view
gives an open sesame to experimental, innovative and other would-
be individual programme makers to offer their wares to the public,
is innocent of market-based power distributions and the blockages

and distortions that would resule.*

Phrasing it more bluntly, Budd puts the committee’s vision of
the future of television, where the mirage of the perfect
market would be realized, aptly summarizing the fundamen-
tal problem of the market school as follows:
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But it may be wrong about the future and come perilously close to
confirming the old joke about the economist faced with the un-
opened tin of meat and a missing tin-opener: ‘Let us assume the tin

is open’. %

There is absolutely no denying that there is indeed a tele-
vision market or that supply and demand are of no advantage
as useful concepts for understanding in part how that market
operates. Our purpose is more to bring the market theory
which has been used too ideologically by the marketschool in
the past few years into perspective. By doing so one can
demystify —~ at least in part — the ‘authority’ of that school,
which in the name of the ideal market has constantly repudi-
ated the regulation of television and 1n particular the legiti-
macy of public television as well as the concept of public
service.

And although it 1s true that the ideal market can be
contrasted with the real market and theory can be contrasted
with its ideological utilization, in order to restore the legiti-
macy of public television the predominant economic philoso-
phy must also be contrasted with a philosophy which can
restore to the cultural, social and political spheres the impor-

tance which is their due.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE CONFLICT BETWEEN THE
FECONOMIC AND THE DEMOCRATIC PHILOSOPHY

The domination of the economic sphere in the last few years
is to be explained in part by the infatuation with the market
as presented by the school which has promoted it. Based on a
well-known classic economic theory whose principles are
relatively simple, this school has benefited from bases which
the critical school has been unable to enjoy. For there is no
theory of culture in the same way as there 1s a market theory.
This explains to some extent the difficulties which that school
has had in making its voice heard and in making itself under-
stood. What is more, as Smith emphasizes, the arguments
which have been putforward in favour of public television and
which have called fora way of thinking running counter to the
all-market approach were even regarded as anti-capitalist in
the 1980s.* Yer the public service concept and public televi-
sion are inventions of liberal democracies.

Despite the dispersal of the approaches adopted by the
supporters of the critical school® to argue the need to maintain
public television or to justify the public service concept,

scveral elements can be singled outas leads for outlining what

36

may be the philosophy that can counter the predominant
economic philosophy —notin order to deny the importance of
the economy in society, but to reaffirm that of other spheres.

Before setting out the details of the democratic philoso-
phy of culture, the main ideas of that philosophy can be
outlined by contrasting it with the predominant economic
philosophy. The table opposite shows where they are in
conflict on three essential questions: their concept of the
individual, their perception of culture, and their vision of the
social fabric.

We must now examine how the importance of and need
for the public service concept in television can be deduced
from these main ideas — which are those of the democratic
philosophy of culture — as well as the need for a body or
institution which is assigned the specific mandate of giving
that concept concrete form.

From culture to public television

Before entering into the detatls of the logic underlying the
democratic philosophy of culture, several warnings are called
for.

Great emphasis has been laid on the presence of a
predominant economic philosophy which is tending to raise
the economic sphere above all of the other spheres of life and
society including the cultural sphere. Re-establishing the
legitimacy of public television thus cannot resolve all of the
ills of the cultural deficit from which citizens may be suffering
in a world which 1s dominated by the economic philosophy.
Access to an education of high quality, to political informa-
tion, to the arts, to knowledge, and to all forms of intellectual
works cannot be solved merely by the presence of a strong
public television which 1s well defined, however effective it
may be. On the other hand, if we succeeded in re-establishing
that legitimacy a balance could consequently be restored
between the importance attached to the economic and
that attached to the cultural philosophy in other cultural
fields.

Furthermore, it must be borne in mind that the demo-
cratic philosophy of culture to which we are referring here is
not entirely new. Some of its concepts may be new, but as is
the case with the economic philosophy and the way the
market is used in that philosophy, it is based on certain
principles well-known to anyone who understands even the
rudiments of liberal democracy. Public television likewise 1s

not presented as a new institution, an invention, but as a
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The economic philosophy

The democratic philosophy

Individual

In this philosophy the individual is presented
as a producer and/or consumer. He must be
free to act on the market as he thinks fit. No
one can claim to be able to make choices on his
behalf. His choices are personal and tnalien-
able. Consumer inequality is not called in

question,.

In democratic philosophy the solipsism of the
individual as Aomo oeconomicus is contrasted
with his social dimension as a political ‘animal’
living in interaction with others. He isa citizen.
As a member of the po/is, he is acknowledged
the right to participate in public life on the
basis of equality; this is the sine gua non of
democracy.

Culture

One of two things: since this concept is for-
eign to the economic philosophy, it is either
completely ignored or 1t is adapted by being
reduced to a series of goods and services
which can be converted into cash on the mar-
ket. In the latter case, culture i1s limited to its
market value. The same logic applies, of

course, to television.

Culture 1s regarded as a vast aggregate of infor-
mation and knowledge through which citizens
can develop, adapt, and participate in their
environment. Culture is conferred a value
which cannot be reduced to 1ts market value

alone. The same applies to television.

Site of social relationships

The marketplace is where social relationships
are formed. Social relationships amount
largely to market relationships and to the
market-state relationship. The state actually
remains necessary, if only in order to ensure
that the market operates properly, to protect
private property, and toensure thatindividual
freedoms are respected. Its role is thus subor-
dinated to the market.

The market is only one of the places where
social relationships are formed. The state 1s
another. But neither the market nor the state
exhaust the complexity of these relationships
which are formed in civil socicty. Moreover, it
1s from civil society that the state draws its
legitimacy and itis also on civil society that the
situation of the real, and imperfect, market
depends. Civil society takes precedence over
the market and over the state. Social relation-
ships within civil society are expressed in what

is called the public sphere.
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necessity, which explains its past as well as its present and
future relevance.

This democratic philosophy of culture will be pre-
sented in outline and the details will be limited. Ilustrating
the origin, scope and pertinence of a concept such as ‘public
sphere’, which has already been the subject of numerous very
specialized analyses, could fill scores of pages. The ‘market’
conceptitself could have been presented in greaterdetail. We
shall thus merely depict the outline of this philosophy so that
the reader can understand its underlying logic.

The simplest form of that logic is set out in the diagram
below, the various elements of which will be detailed in the

following pages.
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CULTURE, DEMOCRACY AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE

It has been underlined that culture is composed of a vast
aggregate of information and knowledge which allows indi-
viduals to develop, to adaptand to participate in their environ-
ment. If that culture is not minimally accessible to all, if
participation in culcure is only possible for some, then we are
confronted with a major problem of democracy. Foritmustbe
understood here that culture defined as an aggregate of
information and knowledge (some would say an aggregate of
symbolic goods) necessarily includes a political dimension,
and several researchers of the critical school do not hesitate to
state that democracy cannot be limited to the political sphere
alone butmustapply to culture as whole, as Kellner points out:

Cultural democracy would provide everyone access to education,
information and culture, enabling people to fully develop their

individual potentials and to become many-sided and more creative.™

It must be stressed that access to and participation in culture as
objectives of democratic societies are not recent inventions.
The efforts which have long been made in those societies to
promote access to education, to the arts, to means of communi-
cation, and so forth*” must not be overlooked in the contempo-
rary all-marketapproach, butitwould seem thatmanyresearch-
ers fear that the commercialization of culture could today call
those objectives in question. When culture is reduced to goods
and services which can be converted into cash on the markert,
the resultis a misappropriation of the rights which citizens have
been acknowledged in favour of the proclaimed freedom of
consumers to procure that culture.™ This misappropriation
means that the principle of the equality of individuals is
abandoned. And to maintain that these individuals are equal by
arguing that they all have the same right to procure whatever
they like on the market would amount to sophistry. As consum-
ers, these individuals are not equal; they do not have the same
purchasing power.* And this inequality could have important
social consequences, as Scannell points out:

The privatization of informational and culeural resources may
create a two-tiered society of those who are rich and poor in such

resources. ¥

Given consumer inequality, a democratic philosophy of cul-
ture should place emphasis on the equality of citizens, which
of course presupposes a completely different vision of the
predominant philosophy. As Mulgan explains:

Citizenship arguments (. . .) conflict with marketarguments because
they stress the importance of equity. Starting from an assumption of
equal human rights, there isan inescapable drift towards some notion

of equal rights of information and communication.*

Equal rights to information and communication mean here in
a broader sense equal rights to procure access to and to
participate in culture. It must be underlined thata philosophy
of this nature presupposes a vision of democracy which goes
far beyond the simple process of delegating the powers of
citizens to government, to the electoral system. This broaden-
ing of the democratic principle is in line with what Watson
argues in the following statement:
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People who equate democracy with the electoral process are missing
about 90 per cent of what democracy is all about. It is really about
empowering citizens. And that, in turn, is linked to finding ways to

express ourselves and to see ourselves as part of a community.*

The idea of promoting citizens’ access to and participation in
culture in fact aims to strengthen their own power, to make
them better citizens who are able to become involved in
public life and in their environment. We are clearly talking
about a dynamic democracy here, which can in no way be
reduced to mere politics. This democratic philosophy of
culture enterrains the vision of a society where interaction
among citizens in a sort of civic forum where they can discuss
issues, exchange views, and compare theirideas and interests,
allows all of those citizens to form a ‘public’. It is a concept
toreign to the predominant philosophy, which Aufderheide

seeks to outline as follows:

Whata publicis not, (. . .) is consumers. Consumers have defensible
individual and group interests, but they are not the same thing as a
public. The public is also notindividuals whose aggregate individual
opinions add up arithmetically to public opinion. The public is a
social concept and as such needs social spaces in which to exist, to
learn about the public interest, to debate it and to act. Social spaces
such as town meetings, community groups, and electronic bulletin
boards for virtual communities of interest are all potential vehicles
for public activity through communication, insofar as they grapple

with the challenges of defending the public interese.*

Arguing that unless there is a public there can be no real
democracy, Aufderheide also stresses that the public interest
does not coincide with private economic interests or with the
political interests of government. To illustrate this point, for
example, it can be pointed out that neither private television
nor state television are synonymous with public television. In
the liberal democratic philosophy, the ‘public’ isidentified as
an entity different from the ‘private’ and from government.
This ‘entity’, this public, is formed by communication.
Without communication there is no public: there are only
isolated individuals. Thatis why Aufderheide underlines that
the public cannot exist without a space where the ‘forum’ and
the above-mentioned exchanges can be actualized. Strength-
eningcitizens’ access to and participation in culture and, by so
doing, maintaining an active public requires preserving what
is now commonly referred to in the critical literature as the

public sphere.*

Whereas the term public is easy for some to understand
if only intuitively, the term public sphere requires some
explanation. The conceptofpublicsphere associated with the
work of the German philosopher Habermas comprises several
difficulties which we shall not dwell on here. According to
Syvertsen:

The concept of the public sphere is used in many different contra-
dictory ways. It is not clear, even in the work of Habermas, whether
this is intended as a theory of rational communication, a normative
political ideal, a description ofactual historical forces ora reconseruc-
tion of the self-perception of a particular social class (the liberal

bourgeoisie) at a particular point in history. ¥

For our part, the public sphere is defined as the place where
citizens can have free access to information and knowledge
and can express their own points of view. This place is
independent of private economic interests and of political
authorities. As the place par excellence where democracy is
expressed, it is characterized by communication, exchange
(not to be confused with commercial exchange). To illustrate
this sphere researchers occasionally refer to the Greek agora,
where citizens would meet to discuss matters public, life in
the ‘polis’. This sphere is also present in church squares and
gardens, cafés, political assemblies, cverywhere where cit-
zens meet to discuss affairs and to communicate their values
and interests.

Commenting on the significance of the concept of
public sphere, Skogerbo agrees with Garnham, who argues
that this concept must be based on a vision which is prugmatic
although alwaysa little idealistic (from this pointof view, cven
democracy is an idealistic concept), of a sphere which pro-
vides citizens with information while giving them the oppor-
tunity to express their interests.*

Itis in this public sphere that citizens seek solutions to
major contemporary problems. It is here that environmental
questions, the problems connected with drugs, women's
rights, abortion, AIDS, racism, are discussed. Thesc issues,
although they have become political and can even involve
aspects of an economic order, are only imposed by the force of
a public which discusses them freely within the publicsphere.

The concept of public sphere has the added advantage
of providing a means of synthesizing the topics important to
the philosophy of culture which have been presented here.
Equality of citizens in access to and participation in this place;

a place of active democracy in that everyonce can express their
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views on this basis of equality; a place which is protected from
basic private and commercial interest and from the political
power of government; a place where citizens find the informa-
tion and knowledge necessary to their development and
adjustment to theirenvironment (which amounts to culture in
the broad sense); a place where the public is formed by
communication; if this public sphere is denied, this will imply
the refusal or obsolescence of all the rest.

Flaving thus presented the public sphere, we gradually
approach the idea of public service and the need for public
television. It is communication which forms the core of the
public sphere, and it is indeed through communication that
the publicis actually formed. Culture itself makes little sense
unless there is communication. Several examples have been
cited of these physical places where citizens can communi-
cate and exchange (church steps, cafés, etc.), but communica-
tion must now be considered to go far beyond the boundaries
of these physical places in a world where it 1s effected more
and more through the media.

Efforts to maintain, preserve or strengthen the public
sphere must thus be accompanied by concrete knowledge of
the ways in which communication is revealed to us today, and
it has to be admitted that the media play a determining role in

contemporary communication.

THE PUBLIC SPHERE, TELEVISION AND PUBLIC
SERVICE

Considering that for most observers the concept of public
sphere is the imperative reference for analyzing the media,
Salatin adds to this concept:

The contemporary public sphere, of which the mass media are one
of the main channels, is the place where the representation of society
is constructed. one of the places where the symbolism of the social

consensus is formed. It is 1 means of defining national frontiers.

The national character of the contemporary public sphere is
hardly surprising in that its main media, the mass media still
(forthe moment?) have national bases. Whatmust be stressed
here is the role of the media in question with regard to the
public sphere. Inanother work we underlined the importance

of the media as follows:

Since the media are among the constituent elements of our
era, the production and consumption practices which they
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generate and the way in which they transform reality by
transmitting it—in a word, mediatization —are crucial to social,
collective, intercultural and international relations. At all
levels, from the local to the global, contemporary culture is
becoming more and more mediatized.?

The relation between the public sphere and the mass media
is obvious. The media are a major source of information and
knowledge for citizens. Apart from the education system,
there are no other channels as important as the media as a
vehicle for modern culture. The written and electronic media
are thus an important part of the contemporary public sphere.
Each medium participates in its own specific way, the partici-
pation of radio being different from that of the dailies (if only
in that radio does not require citizens to be literate in order to
be accessible), and that of television differing from that of
radio (because of the role played by the visual in the case of the
former). The electronic media are studied in particular with a
view to the public sphere. Broadcasting (including both radio
and television) has been the subject of detailed analysis
examining its role in the public sphere — which 1s not surpris-
ing when, like Smith, one observes the following:

In a modern society broadcasting carries with it most of the strands
of the society’s culture, artistic and political; it provides the most
widely used (and most believed) flows of news and journalism;above
all it provides the main stream of entertainment, of fiction, the

materials of the symbolic life. 5

And Garnham agrees entirely:

Not only does broadcasting, and especially TV, dominate our cul-
tural landscape in its own right — it consumes an astonishing two-
thirds of our leisure time. It also serves as the access point to other
cultural realms —~ drama, literature, the visual arts and above all music
—while at the same time providing the major and preferred source of

the information and debate upon which our citizenship depends. *

Not only is television time consuming, and not only does it
open the door to other fields of culture, but some do not
hesitate to make it the democratic medium par excellence.

Scannell has interesting comments to make on this point

(.. .) because (. . .) broadcasting is accessible to all, it 1s there to be
talked about by all. Everyone is entitled to have views and opinions
about what they hear and see. This is not the case with most other

cultural resources. Bourdieu has shown how culture is a kind of
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capital which serves to maintain social difference, and his empirical
researches cover many aspects of contemporary (French) cultural
tastes: painting, photography, cinema, theater, music, newspapers,
foodand furnishing. Butradio and television are significantly absent,
precisely because the social distinctions maintained by the cultural
distinctions of particular taste publics collapse in the common cul-

tural domain of broadcasting.*
Mulgan also raises the following point:

Perhaps the most important quality that television has in this view is
its democratic, levelling character. When it is universally and freely
available, itembodies communitarian, egalitarian values not present
in other areas. Whatever is on the screen is visible to all, regardless

of wealth or class.™

But no researcher to our knowledge will have depicted the
democratic nature of television and its capacity to strengthen
the social bond and to establish itself as the preferred instru-
ment of the public sphere as sharply and as subtly as the
French researcher Wolton has done.** Wolton has observed
television closely, and we would draw attention to what he has

to say:

Its democratic nature comes from the fact that we all know that the
programmesare there, theyare visible, and he can watch them if we want
to, and we know at the same time that others are also watching them,

which is a form of communication which constitutes a social bond.*
And Wolton comments very aptly on this social link:

In what respect does television constitute a social bond? In that by
watching television I the viewer, incorporate myself into the poten-
tially huge and anonymous public which is watching it at the same
time and I hold a sort of invisible bond with that public. Iris a sort of
common knowledge, a double link and cross-anticipation. I am
watchinga programme and I know thatothers are also watchingitand
that they know that Iam watching ic. It is thus a sort of mirroring, and
stlent bond.

But chere is a second meaning. Television, as it is often said,
is the mirror of society. If it is its mirror, this means that society sees
itself through television, that television presents it with a represen-
tation of itself. And by making society reflect upon itself, television
not only creates an image and a reflection of that society, but also
provides a link for all of those who are watching at the same time. It
is, moreover, one of the only instances where society actually thinks
about itself while at the same time giving everyone access to that

reflection.®®

For Wolton —and we shall come back to this in the last section
of the present essay — this mirror television is gencral and
cannot correspond to fragmented television, to the special-
interest channels, which, as he puts it, amount to a sort of
broken mirror of society.

Itis indeed a fact that television can be important with
regard to the public sphere, but that is a role which depends
to a large extent on how it is organized. If television is not
accessible to everyone, if it neglects certain genres or certain
publics, if it is not clearly identified as having to serve the
public sphere by forming a real public forum, if it does not
seck to get through to the public at large, if it is subordinated
to private economic interests or to the political interests of the
government, it cannot properly serve the public interest or
observe its potential role which is precisely that of providing
citizens with the public sphere. And this is where one must
see the deeper meaning of the public service concept in
television. In the very nature of the public sphere the reader
will have intuitively sensed the shadow of the public service
as expressed ideally in television. The connection between
the public sphere and the idea of public service in television
becomes even more evident when one considers what Garn-

ham has to say about the latter:

The essence of public service broadcasting is the provision. to all
citizens on equal terms, and as an enabling condition of such
citizenship, ofasite forthe cultural expression and exchange through
which social identities are formed and of access to the information
and debate upon which democratic politics must be founded. In
order to fulfill this role the site should be as free from distorting

effects of the exercise of economic or state power as possible.’

Consequently, when applied to television, the idea of public
service thus justified within a philosophy of culture as out-
lined, imposes an antinomical conception which radically
contradicts that deriving from the predominant economic
philosophy. Here again Garnham demonstrates this inextric-
able opposition:

Public service broadcasting thus presents a challenge to consumer-
ism because it is built upon a model of the viewer and listencer as
citizen rather than consumer. The consumer model conceives of the
satisfaction of needs through discrete individual purchasing deci-
stons withina market. The consumer exercises heror his sovereigney
over the producer and ensures the optimum range of efficient
provision by choosing between competitive supplicrs on the basis of

both price and quality. The citizenship model, on the other hand,
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sees broadceasting as closer to education than to a product or service
market, as a public social process rather than a private good. It
concetves of viewers and listeners as members of a shared polity
exchanging information and engaging in common debate ina demo-
cratic public sphere and as members of a social community defined
and given value through a range of common cultural experiences.
"Thus public broadcasting is based upon the idea that broadcasting is

nor merely a series of individual consumption choices.™

FFor Salaiin the idea of public service in television is such that
its abandonment or obsolescence would amount to dispens-
ing with the concept of public sphere. We ourselves take the
argument farther and point out that, given the importance of
television for the public sphere, rejecting the idea of public
scrvice in television would be symptomatic of a more general
movement in which the very recognition of the ‘public’ is
liable to be denied, citizens would be mere consumers, and
the state itself would be called increasingly in question since
it draws its legitimacy from the acknowledgement of the
existence of a “‘public’. And yet the idea of public service in
television, which acknowledges the existence of a democratic
public sphere where the market and political power must be
keptar a distance, needs a recognized and specific medium.
The predominant economic philosophy and the market
school which proclaims that philosophy, have been suffi-
ciently contrasted with the democratic philosophy of culture
which can be inferred from the work carried out by the
researchers of the critical school to maintain that the present
confusion which tends to make public television channels
commercial actors and to make private television the party to
a public service which has been watered down to the point of
becoming positively insipid is a tragic mistake whose conse-
(uences have been misjudged. The solution to this confusion
is to restore the role of public television, that is to say, to
ensure that the public service television is provided, or, if it is
preferred, to restore the natural medium of the public service

idea: public television.

PUBLIC TELEVISION IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS

To assert that a society — every society — requires a special space for
a broadcasting system which is not being run for the maximization of
profic (thatis, which is not being run like other industrial enterprises)
is to make a statement about the requirements of modern citizen-

ship.™” -
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For Smith there is a clear distinction to be made berween
market television and public television. T'wo models of tele-
vision which are as contradictory as the philosophies on which
they are based should be organized differently. In the final
analysis, Smith seems to consider that the antinomy between
these two visions of television, and indeed of society, should

give rise to different types of television:

As consumers a society can justify one mode for radio and tele-
vision; as a citizenry the same society finds itself considering another

mode. ™

Mulgan arrives at approximately the same conclusion from a
differentapproach. Studying the delicate questions of quality
in television, Mulgan lists a number of definitions according
to the common conceptions which television commentators

formulate. One of the conclusions which Mulgan reaches 1s

this:

Whether broadcasting is for entertainment, for enlightenment. for
the creation of citizens or whole persons, for making profits, for
sustaining the cultural capital of dominant classes, for uncovering the
true natures of society of everyday life, or for preserving the morality
and cohesion of the community, makes all the difference. Each view
of broadcasting’s purpose brings with it a clear different conception
of quality. Each requires a different structure, a different set of
relationships between programme-makers, administrator and audi-

ences.”!

Contrary to Mulgan, what is contrasted here is what must be
termed the two main philosophies of television and of all
things social and cultural which have marked the develop-
ment of television and of democratic socicties since their
origin. However, as Mulgan has done, it can be argued that
these conceptions require different structures, separate
modes of operation, and clearly differentiated objectives. The
public service idea, which is itself legitimated by the need to
preserve a public sphere Wwhere citizens can have free access
to the information they need and can participate in public life,
and, more generally in culture, implies that in television (the
democratic medium parexcellence forseveral commentators)
lies the need for society to vest itself with a public television
which clearly identifies with that purpose. That television,
kept apart from private economic interests and from govern-
ment, must on no account be organized in such a way as to
depart from its mandate, which is to provide the publicservice

television. Public service can only be given concrete form
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through public television, just as public television is only
meaningful when conditional upon public service. Of course
the idea that public service can be provided by private com-
mercial television channels whose objectives fundamentally
contradict this idea of public service must be completely
rejected.

This public television is all the more important today
since in the field of the television market, in the field of
commercial television, television consumption is becoming
individualized (contrary to the social bond which general-
interest television generates), and television supply is in-
creasingly requiring consumer solvency (contrary to the
equality of citizens and their right to have free access to the
public sphere). Referring to these trends in television,

Scannell issues the following warning:

It destroys the principle of equality of access for all to entertainment
and informational and cultural resources in a common public do-
main. Thathard-won ‘public sphere’ created over the last thirey years
on national television may shatter into splinters under the impact of

deregulated multichannel video services.*

Scannell is in fact right if public television disappears for the
benefitof this new environment. If one succeeds in maintain-
g a strong public television which is devoted to public
service —a television of the public sphere —deregulationin the
private and commercial sector will not affect that sphere.
Even the distinction between public television and private
television can only become more clear-cut forindividuals who
know which of them is addressing them as citizens by remind-
ing them that they are part of the public, and which of them
is addressing them as consumers.

But the basic principles have still to be laid down which
must be taken into account in order to ensure the access of a
public television in an extremely commercial environment.
These principles must at all times provide a means of distin-
guishing this television from its commercial counterpart. Its
mandate, its funding, its programme, the evaluation of its
performance and its imputability must be designed so as to
distinguish it from other televisions and to prevent it from
departing from the role it must fulfill. Many proposals have
been made in the literature on these issues. In the following
pages these proposals will be taken as a basis for building up
asortof public television ideal. Before we do so we shall leave
this section on another warning from Elihu Katz, a researcher

who is respected for his work in television, and who gives his

view of the future of television judging by its present frag-

mented form:

As aresult, what Habermas and others call the public sphere will be
reduced, and the space and time normally reserved for allowing
citizens to participate in che affairs of the nation will be curtailed. Ta
begin with it was the meeting places — the public square and the café
— which were deserted, and then there was the retirement to the
living room; now friends and family are descrting the living room
itself, and the person most conversant with the history of the world
will communicate electronically only with those who share his or her
interests. The evening news bulletin will become simply a broadcast
like all the others, and the new scene of social interaction, if there 1s
any atall, will be the network of shared interests, which will be made
up of what I call the world union of stamp collectors. The shared
experience deriving from joint activity, common interest in certain
questions, the empathy necessary for getting to know new groups in
society —all of that will disappear. The right and duty to participate

in the life of this society will atrophy.*
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Chapter 3

The public
television ideal

The mandate and missions
of public television

[f public television still has a role to play in a multi-channel
universe where competition can only intensify, its mandate
and missions must be defined. If public television is to be
justified in that environment, it must be demonstrated from
the outset, perhaps in the law which governs it, how itis to be
differentiated. For that environment is composed first and
foremost of private channels seeking to make profits and
operating normally and legitimately in a logic of market
competition. Public television must be defined differently,
since it endeavours to fulfill its own specific and exclusive
mandate, and it must be structured in such a way thatits mode
of operation does not allow that mandate to become commer-

cialized.

THE MANDATE

In the first part of this essay it was stressed that public
television is now trapped. On the one hand, 1t is subjected to
mtensifying competition which is bound to induce it to
commercialize its service. On the other hand, the idea has
developed in several countries that private television chan-
nels could participate in the public service ideal. Faced with
the recent development of the various public television chan-
nels throughout the world and taking account of the con-

stantly growing compeution in television, which can only
induce private channels to disregard their public service
responsibilities, the idea should be accepted that public
service can only be provided effectively by public television
itself. Otherwise one is bound to foster the confusion causing
the crisis which public television is now going through.

The literature on the subject contains manyv exhor-
tations for a public television which is different from private
commercial television. It is advocated that it should offer a
different programme - but what is that? It is recognized that
it cannot merely broadcast what the private channels do not
offer because its marginalization is liable, sooner or later, to
cause it to go bankrupt. Some argue that public television
must offer more or less the same programme as private
channels, but differently. Souchon gives a good example of
this objective for the public sector in television:

But in producing the same type of broadcasts as others, it will have
to try to produce them better: with stricter standards and more
precision, and with more marked concern for professional ethics.
Public television must broadcast the genres that the public at large
expects of television (information, fiction, entertainment). but the

quality must be higher than that of commercial television channels. !

Souchon stresses again that public television must be innova-
tive and creative. All of this is very well, but can it be realized

if public television is allowed to manoeuvre like a commerciaf
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actor in a logic where private channels are asked to operate as
public services? Souchon in fact anticipates this problem:

[t is understandable thac it is difficult in any country to make the
difference understood when public service missions are being ful-
filled outside public television channels: Do notall television chan-
nels tulfill to some extent the major functions which legislation on
the audio-visual sector assigns to the television public service — that

of educating, informing, entertaining and cultivating??

Whatis desired is a public television which differs in its results
(in the programme that it offers, for example, and in the
audience it reaches), butis simtlar in its operating methods to
the commercial channels (in its abilicy to find income, in its
management, in its ability to assume certain public service
responsibilities). The drama of public television today is the
fact that is has lost the exclusive public service function, the
widespread refusal to imagine that there are two separate and
incompatible sectors in television, one being a public service
sector which must provide non-commercial television, a tele-
vision for citizens, as opposed to a different commercial sector
where the actors seek their own advantage by trying to appeal
to consumers. Overand above the official statements claiming
how important it is to safeguard a separate public television,
the tendency has been to approximate these two sectors
rather than to make a distinction between them. The idea has
been entertained that the commercialization of television as
a whole does not contradict the public service ideal and that
private television channels could be oriented towards achiev-
ing that ideal. Several researchers and intellectuals have
embraced this belief. Barnett and Docherty, for example,

illustrate this in the following extract:

We must establish from the outset our own emphasis on the public
service system of broadcasting rather than the public hard-casters.
Public service broadcasting must be defined in terms of a commit-
ment to a set of principles rather than in terms of the ownership or
financing of broadcasting bodies; it is therefore not a philosophy
which can be confined to national broadcasters or state corporations,
but through various legislative and regulatory frameworks must
imbue privately owned stationsand channels. Thisintegration of the

private sector is vital to a philosophy of the public service ethos.?

This extract reveals the very relative importance attributed to
public television in a context where it is blindly believed that
commercial channels can be made to submit to public service
responsibilities. It must be mentioned in the defence of the

48

authors of thisextract that they based theirargument toa large
extenton the old British model, where ina contextof BBCand
I'TV duopoly the latter private network agreed to comply with
certain public service responsibilities, being assured of the
monopoly of income from adverusing on the British market.
In fact everywhere that private channels have been accepred
it has been believed that through appropriate regulation they
could be induced to fulfilling public service responsibilities in
return for which they were promised either implicitly or
explicitly that competition would be restricted so as to ensure
that they would be profitable. But as competition increases
and as states find that they can no longer control it because of
transmission technologies, several researchers believe that it
will become more and more difficult to impose such respon-
sibilities on private channels. What is more, it 1s fairly widely
stressed that the basic incompatibility between profit-
seekingand the performance of publicservice responsibilities
has given rise to all sorts of subterfuges for minimizing the
costs entailed in those responsibilities. For example, private
channels have become masters in the art of circumventing
thetr responsibilities by broadcasting cultural programmes at
times when nobody is listening or watching, programmes for
young people which parents criticize, such as cartoons which
are considered to be too violent, or by producing broadcasts
which are copted from American programmes as is the case
with certain games.* There is nothing Machiavellian in such
machinations; they are easily explained. These responsibili-
ties place constraints on the profitability of these enterprises —
if they didn’t, the private channels would be delighted to
fulfill them and would not need to be asked to do so. As Babe

already stated some years ago:

It is already extremely difficult to induce an individual who carries
full responsibilities for his or her decisions to act consciously and
voluntarily against his or her own financial interests. It thus is not
reasonable to expect this of the big public broadcasting corporations
when the objectives of those corporations greatly limit the freedom

which their members can have.’

And 1t must also be stressed that the private channels can use
the responsibilities which have been imposed on them to
develop strategies for negotiating with the political authorities
or the statutory bodies which monitor them: We can only fulfill
these responsibilities if we are profitable and, in these difficult
times when competizion is fierce, we can only be profitable if

we are relieved of the less important responsibilities.
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It 1s time to revise the way in which television is
apprehended as a whole and the position held by public
television. Ideally, public television only has a raison 4’¢tre in
the realization of public service. In a competitive context,
commercial television cannot be naively subjected to realiz-
ing such a service. As Sauvageau stresses:

While restricting the regulation of the private sector to a minimum,
the state should thus recognize that certain functions (in particular
information and culture) will not be fulfilled by the commercial
media, and should entrust the realization of those functions mare
than ever to the public sector. And since public funds are not
inexhaustible the private sector, thus freed from some of the con-
straints of regulation, could be invited to participate in the financing

of the public media — in our particular case, public TV.

The question of the financing of public television will be
discussed later, but the main idea to be borne in mind here is
that as a basic service drawing its legitimacy from the right of
the publicto have access toa television which places emphasis
on information, education, and culture in the broad sense, as
aservice which enablesall citizens to be informed of the social
and political debates in progress within the state, as a service
through which a real public forum independent of commer-
cial interests can exist, the publicservice canonly be provided
by a public television. That television must be seen as that of
the public, belonging to that public, and understood to pursue
the objective of encouraging citizens’ access to and participa-
tion in public life.

Several authors have recently referred implicitly to this
need to distinguish the public sector of television more from
the commercial sector, to make a distinction between the two
by referring notonly to their programmes butalso to theirvery
nature, to their objectives which are not all the same. Several
commentators are of the opinion that this fundamental dis-
tinction has not been given adequate attention. According to
Wolton:

The issue at stake is much more than simply the question of whether
we need a competitive system, which is obviously the case; it
concerns more the proportion to be established between the two
sectors, the mission to be assigned to public service TV, the mini-
mum guidelines to be imposed on private TV. . .. There is the same
silence with regard to both of these fundamental problems: what
proportion is to be established between the two television sectors
and what general guidelines are to be set for mixed audio-visual

systems.’
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And Wolton adds that in the past few years there has been no
reflection on the respective roles of private and public televi-
sion in a competitive context.® But this is precisely what must
be done if the public service ideal is to be maintained, and in
our opinion that ideal cannot be left to market forces. And
Wolton takes this point further:

Itis like abandoning health education and environment policy to the
laws of the market. These policies are certainly subjected to those
laws, but at the same time everyone admits the need fora minimum,

not of regulation but also of orientation.”

It is in this line of thought that one should consider the
possibility of establishing in the legislation governing broad-
casting in general or television in particular that there are two
separate sectors, one public and non-commercial, the other
private and commercial.

Public television should have the general mandate of
supplying public service television, that mandate being its
exclusive province. The pre-eminence of public television,
its importance for maintaining a public forum which is acces-
sible to all citizens should also be stressed, the presence of the
commercial sector thereby being taken into account. The
commercial sector composed of all private television channels
should be subjected to general standards and rules which are
laid down for the sole purpose of protecting the publicinterest
(such as certain rules concerning obscenity or others concern-
ing a ban on broadcasting advertising for certain products
considered to be harmful to health, for example). Having
regard to public television and public service, barring excep-
tions, the only obligation involved for these private actors in
obtaining broadcasting licences should be, where necessary,
that they ‘participate’ in the financing of public sector televi-
sion. For commercial television can be induced to participate
in publicservice — not by fulfilling programming responsibili-
ties, but in purely financial terms. It can furthermore be
established more broadly that any private commercial enter-
prise which gains profits from television — broadcasters, pro-
ducers, cable distriburors, satellite operators or advertising
firms — can be required to make a reciprocal financial contri-
bution. In the ultimate analysis, it is the consumer who is
called upon to contribute to the upkeep of public television,
the television of the citizen. We shall come back to this in the
section focusing on this aspect.

Of course, in a context of this nature, how are the
respective places of the public and the commercial sector to
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be established? By maintaining the pre-eminence of the
public over the private, by making the latter participate
financially in the former, is one not liable indirectly to pro-
mote growth in the public sector which would stifle the
commercial sector? We have entered the era of consumer
television with a vengeance, and it would be unrealistic to
believe it possible to return to a public monopoly. Moreover,
it would be desirable for the expansion of the services offered
by public television to be limited. Since itis the television of
the public, with the mission of providing a general interest
service which can rally that public, it would be contradictory
to accept that that television should produce an ever-increas-
ing number of programmes and thus contribute to the frag-
mentation of that public.

For the moment, emphasis must be laid on this funda-
mental distinction which should be established in {egislation,
that is, that public television and public service are synony-
mous and, on the other hand, that commercial television must
not assume public service programming responsibilities. If
commercial television wants to supply information, let it do
so. Butletitbe clearly established that that offeris its own free
choice, that in so doing it hopes to obtain an advantage for
itself, and that it is not an act of charity or an act prompted by
objective civic awareness. It is possible that by freeing the
private channels of the constraints which are imposed on
them today and which several of them try to circumvent, the
programme offered by public television will be more distinct
as a result and thar it will be easier for the public itself to
understand its importance and its impact.

To reintegrate the public service idea as the exclusive
mandate of public television is to ensure that thatidea will not
be subordinated to other objectives and that it is the only
raison d’étre of a body which otherwise should not benefit from
public financial support. This approach, this vision of public
television is consistent with the logic by which several re-
searchers envisage the role of public television and foresee
that it will be impossible to subject commercial television to
the publicservice idea. Blumlerand Hoffmann-Riem express

this tdeal as follows:

Excernal regulators’ abilities to influence programming, however,
are normally indirect, limited and modest (.. ). In great part it is
because no amount or form of regulation can transform the economic
driving forces that will predominantly spur the behaviour of an
audience - and revenue-seeking competitors in a multi-channel
system. This does not mean that private providers should be relieved

of obligations and expectations to serve the public interest. Butsince
there can be no guarantee that the offerings of commercial pro-
grammes will be primarily shaped by such considerations, there must

be well-organized alternatives to a broadcasting market.!”

Consequently, these researchers consider that this idea of a
television different from that of the market devolves upon
public television.

Only strong public television organizations can be expected to serve
the public interest from the inside : giving priority to the vulnerable
values at stake in how broadcasting performs; and treating them, not
justas imposed requirements for obligatory or taken conformity, nor
justinstrumentally as means to audience maximization, but as ends

in themselves.!t

We add a dimension to these considerations, however, by
pointing out that it is no longer enough to equivocate about
the inability of commercial television to provide public serv-
ice or about the superiority of public television in this field;
that distinction must be more clearly established in the laws
applying to television.

Some will be reluctant to acquiesce to such a measure,
for the idea dies hard that the private sector can be used to
advantage if only to serve certain industrial objectives such as
maintaining a broadcast producing industry which might
possibly be used to advantage on the international market. It
is also perfectly plausible to believe that the state could
continue to define industrial policies and strategies in collabo-
ration with the television industry, but these policies and
strategies negotiated between the state and the enterprises
concerned must be seen for what they are, that is to say,
measures that are taken to promote one or other sector of

industry which have httle to do with public service.

THE MISSIONS

Clearer differentiation between public service which public
television is responsible for providing and the laws of the
market which govern commercial television is essential to the
future of public television. The missions of public television
have traditionally, and virtually automatically, been identi-
fied according to the major objectives of providing informa-
tion, education, entertainment and culture. It must be admit-
ted that these missions have lost a great deal of their meaning
over the past few years, partly because they have often been
assigned to private channels as well. The latter will obviously
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continue to fulfill some of these missions indirectly in the
years that lie ahead, even if they are exempted from doing so.

These missions have in fact become mere specifica-
tions, which have been translated into types of programming,
broader types of mission than are expected of the public
service. For most people, including researchers, these mis-
stons merely represent types of programme, types of broad-
cast. Providing information means presenting news bulletins
and reports on public affairs; providing education means
providing broadcasts for young people and documentaries;
providing entertainment means providing films and quizzes;
and ‘providing culture’ means occasionally presenting an
opera or other high-level artistic broadcasts. It is not a bad
thing, to be sure, to imagine that public television can provide
all of this, but in concrete terms we are only speaking here of
one aspect of that televiston, which is that of providing
programming which is diversified according to type. In fact
this 1s a public service objective which has been established
for several years, infer alia by the Broadcasting Research Unit
(BRU) in a document entitled T%e Public Service Idea in British
Broadcasting.'? This document is representative of the litera-
ture on the principles on which the actual concept of public
service should be based - literature produced by researchers
who wish to rehabilitate an idea which is being lost in the
commercial context. Infact thatliterature represents a sophis-
tication of the ideals which previously formed the basis for
elaborating the public service model in television. The BRU
document sets out the values, objectives, principles and
duties which must be fulfilled if the idea of this service is to
be accomplished, as do otherarticles and works discussing the
public service. It also discusses the preconditions for the
fulfilment of this service.

The mission of public television should be to accom-
plish the principles attaching to the public service idea and to
ensure that the preconditions for its realization are complied
with. What are these principles and preconditions?'?

The universality of publicservice accessible toallon the
national territory is a well-known principle. On the other
hand, universality also presupposes that the public service
should seek to reach as wide a public as possible. Since it is
provided for all, this service must also seek to be used by as
many people as possible. As we shall see later, this idea of the
largest number must not be confused with simply evaluating
this service on the basis of viewer ratings. Universality is
understood to mean the capacity toreach all citizens by means
of appropriate programming. To do so, the public service

must ensure pluralism, which is complementary to the princi-
ple of universality.

Pluralism, as a principle of public service, means that
this service must be diversified in at least three ways. Diver-
sityas regards types of broadcast, the audiencesaddressed and
the subjects dealt with. The public service must seek to
reflect the diversity of the public’s tastes through program-
ming which provides different types of broadcasts (ranging
from news bulletins to fiction). Seeking to reach as many
people as possible, it must aim to satisfy an aggregate of
audiences with different interests — young people, the eld-
erly, various minorities, and so on. Addressing certain audi-
ences means ensuring that everyone will find something that
suits them in a service which aims to get through to all of the
public. Diversifying the subjects dealt with means seeking to
respond to the various interests of the public and also reflect-
ing topical social debates.

Universality and pluralism are the principles most fre-
quently quoted with regard to the public service, but there is
a third principle which is in fact a precondition for realizing
that service, and that is independence.

Independence is the freedom of the public service with
regard to private interests and political authorities. Ample
emphasis has been laid on the firstaspect by underlining that
the commercialization affecting all of television is undermin-
ing both the public service idea and the actual action of public
television. Precisely because this commercialization runs
counter to the very concept of public service and because
private enterprises cannot fulfil the principles of universality
and diversity on which it is based, emphasis has been laid on
the importance of having only public television provide this
service. [tis agreed, however, that the public service can only
be provided if the political authorities are keptatarm’s length.
Where it is true that the current public television crisis in
Western democracies is due to the confusion caused by the
commercialization of public television channels which cannot
be reconciled with the principles of public service, one must
not disregard the role played by the political authorities with
regard to that confusion or their responsibilities with regard to
the current difficulties encountered in the countries of the
former Eastern blocin understanding whata public television
channel is, as opposed to a state television channel. Because
the public service is a site where current ideas in society must
be expressed absolutely freely, because it must be a forum
where information, opinions and criticism circulate,* the
realization of such a site can only be safeguarded by requiring
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public television to defend its autonomy by alerting the
public to any political measure or decision which is liable to
threaten its independence with regard to commercial pres-
sure and political authorities. Since public service is neither
the instrument of private interests nor machinery serving the
interests of the government of the day, public television, as a
tributary of thatservice, should take on a mission of independ-
ence of its service. We would hasten to add that it is not a
question of transforming public television into a political
authority, a body which would be responsible for promoting a
particular political vision, but of guaranteeing that television
has the right to intervene whenever its status and independ-
ence are in danger.

Asa tributary of publicservice, of a universal, diversified
and independent service, public television should have the
mission of fulfilling and defending these principles, which are
the specific features of public service.

T'o sum up, a strict distinction must be made between
commercial television which operates on the market and
public television, the other television, which is the only body
assigned the rtask of providing a public service defined
explicitly on the principles of universality, diversity (plural-
1sm) and independence, that must govern that public tele-

vision.

T'he financing of public television

What type of financing should be preferred for public tele-
vision? This is a crucial question and few could argue that the
capacity of public television to fulfill its mandate and its
missions is notinfluenced by the amountof money it hasacits
disposaland by the sources of funding. And yetthere are many
contradictions here at the present time. Although it is not
possible in this paper to establish the quantity of income
necessary for ensuring that public television operates
smoothly, we can nevertheless devote some thought to the

sources of funding for that television.

THE COMMERCIAL FUNDING SOURCES

In the past few years, partly in order to offset a slowdown or
cutbacks in the public funds granted to public television,
several public television channels have opened up toadvertis-
ing or have been resorting to advertising to a greater extent,
have developed new channels supplied on a subscription
basis or have set up new, specifically commercial activities in

order to finance their main service.

Is it desirable for a public television channel, which
ideally one would like to see relieved of commercial pressure,
to resort to these sources of funding? If one wants public
television to be separate from all the other market-driven
channels, is it appropriate and logical that it should continue
to be financed in part through means usually and normally
reserved for private commercial television channels? Al-
though many commentarors of the television scene advocate
the principle of ‘to each his own’ — public funds for public
television and private funds for private television'® —there are
also several who argue that public television can and must
have access to commercial funding, and in particular to adver-
tising.

Gheude considers that in a consumer society where
everyone is defined more and more by their life-style, public
service radio and television broadcasting can no longer be
characterized by the absence of advertising slots.!” For this
author advertising is not a mode of funding, but the expres-
sion of the consumer society, and it would be an anachronism
and a mistake for public television not to use it. In addition to
this highly philosophical argument, many more widespread
reasons advocate funding through advertising for public tel-
evision. Cache considers that using advertising obliges public
television to take account of its viewer ratings and that these
ratings are an important indicator of performance for that
television:

If one actually does away with advertising and its constraints, the
public service is not only liable to lose its audience, but what it will
lose firstand foremostand withouta doubtisits production indicator:
That is to say, the maximization of its audience. (...) Simply
removing the advertisingaudience constraint from the public service
thus does notposeaproblem of funding (. . .), butratherafundamen-
tal organizational problem, when one bears in mind that that service

would then no longer have to produce anything.'?

Cache, who is also of the opinion that no missions whatever
should be imposed on public television, considers that maxi-
mizing the audience becomes practically the raison d’étre of
that television. Whereas Cache, who is nevertheless an advo-
cate of public television, could thus lead us to believe that the
most efficient form of public television is private television
freed of all constraints, Gheude tolls the bell for the citizen to
the benefit of the consumer. These two commentators are
perfect examples of the confusion which reigns today regard-
ing the actual purpose of the public service in a highly
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commercialized environment. And yet that confusion has
arisen within certain public television channels themselves
which believe blindly in the benefits of advertising for the
public television programme. Whereas a researcher such as
Souchon seems to believe that withdrawing advertising from
public television could eliminate its need to draw an audi-

" a former president of the French public television

ence,
corporation has already argued that doing so would be a

mistake on two scores — budgetary and editorial:

One must make allowances here: having no choice but to realize an
important publicity objective is not to be criticized in itself. In fact
itis the only means (. . .) of guaranteeing television a certain amount
of independence: the flow of advertising makes broadcasters more
receptive to viewer demand — which is obviously very sound in the
context of a public television channel — and although the law of the
audience does notalways make it possible to programme broadcasts
for too restricted a public at desirable times, on the other hand, it
frees broadcasters from certain politico-administrative desires and

pressure from lobbies.™

Advertising would thus enable public television to stay in
touch with viewer demand and would give it a form of
independence with regard to the political authorities, which
could no longer take advantage of their right to lay down the
sum of public funds granted to television in order to manipu-
late it. And most public television channels today subscribe to
this type of version and to the importance of advertising for
their future. In the declaration ensuing from the conference of
the EBU (European Broadcasting Union) held in Brussels in
1993, itisstated thatin order to achieve theirobjectives public
television channels must have a combination of adequate and
evaluative funding at their disposal which can call on both
public and commercial resources while taking account of
national traditions.?” In the summary of the discussions held
at the same conference, emphasis was laid on the conflicting
position of the Director General of the BBC, who considered
that the public service should resort only to public funding.?!
In actual fact, given the advertising craze of several public
television channels, the BBC is today something of an embar-
rassment because it annuls the idea that a public television
channel which has no revenue from advertising can remain
indifferent to reaching a large audience. As to the independ-
ence from political authorities which would be ensured by
resorting to income from advertising in addition to public
funding, the BBC does not seem to be any more or any less

independent than its counterparts which are financed
through advertising, since independence from the political
authorities can be achieved by other means. In fact one might
wonder whether for several public television channels which
still enjoy a considerable budget and are still able to draw a
large audience the use of advertising is not quite simply a
short-term means of contending with competition from pri-
vate channels at a time when governments are reluctant to
grant them adequate public resources to ensure the dominant
position they formally held. Faced with competition from
private television channels, public television channels, which
share the public setvice idea and are responsible for fulfulling
the obligations itimplies, think perhaps that they can position
themselves strategically by competing for the audience and
for resources from advertising while enjoying public funds at
the same time. In this contextitis not surprising that commer-
cial competitors are crying unfair competition when faced
with these television channels, which benefit from public
funds and only have to fulfill a few additional public service
responsibilities, which are not widely known and, above all,
are misunderstood by the public itself.

When all is said and done, the attitude of the public
television channels which want to have wider access to in-
come from advertising or which do not want to lose that source
of income 1s ambiguous. Itis fairly widely recognized that this
type of funding is delicate and is likely to commercialize the
programme provided. Yet the arguments continue in support
of a fair balance between income from advertising and the
public funds granted to public television in order to justify
maintaining a situation which would seem to run counter to
that television in the medium and long term.? For it must be
pointed out thatadvertising is not necessarily dangerous with
regard to the commercialization of the programme of public
television. When programme supply was restricted or when
the public monopoly was in effect in the television sector, or
when there were very few private television channels on the
national territory, using advertising as a form of funding which
complemented public funds did not necessarily mean that
public television was dependent on advertisers to the point
where its programme was affected. Since advertising slots
were in high demand and since public television was in a
strong position to negotiate the price and was faced with
queues of buyers, the influence of advertising on the pro-
gramme of public television was, in the last analysis, minimal.
But the situation is clearly completely different in a highly
competitive environment where public television competes
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directly with private television channels for this type of
income. And since advertisers are now no longer queuing up
at the door of public television to buy advertising slots, and
since the advertising market itself is reaching saturation and
channels must now ‘attract’ advertisers, the influence of
advertising on a programme can no longer be naively denied.
Many public broadcasters will freely admit that certain broad-
casts which are criticized for being too ‘commercial’ have
been included in their programme because from advertising
they tap the revenue which enables them to present other
broadcasts more representative of the ‘public’ service. The
tdea that the funding source is an important, if not decisive,
factor in the elaboration of a programme both for public and
for private television is discussed at length in the literature.
Whereas itis a well-known fact that advertising makes adver-
tisers the real television clients and transforms the audience
into acommodity which is sold by that television, on the other
hand, the role of advertising in the gradual harmonization of
public and private television channels has not been under-
lined enough. Both already being considered to be compo-
nents of the public service, the instigation or intensification of
recourse toadvertising has beena contributing factorin public
television’s loss of identity in the current television environ-
ment. Only public funds and the presence of several broad-
casts designed in the public service perspective enable the
public to distinguish this television from its private counter-
part.

In as much as the importance of distinguishing public
television from market television by assigning the role of
providing the television public service to public television
alone has been demonstrated, it is argued that it is just as
necessary to distinguish its type of funding. Ideally, it is not
the objective of public television to sell a product but to
provide a public service requiring public financing. Public
television should not sell advertising slots except in those
countries where investments in advertising in television do
not allow the presence of private channels.

The same logic applies to selling programmes or broad-
casts individually. This means thatsince public television has
to provide a public service enabling all to have access to a
universal programme, it 1s out of place in the sector of tele-
vision by subscription or pay-per-view television. It is known
that several public television channels have embarked on
these forms of television in the past few years. In as much as
public televisionis financed in part or in full by the population
as a whole, it i1s contradictory that it should offer services

which only benefit those who can afford them financially. Of
course the idea behind such undertakings is to create services
which are sufficiently profitable to finance the general-inter-
estservice, which is the basic service of public television. #* As
regards equity, these special-interest services could not be
considered per se to be programmes which guarantee the
public service ideal. The subscription system and the use of
advertising are today means of compensating for the refusal to
grant the public funds that are necessary for public television
to operate properly.

As a television channel which has to fulfill the mandate
of providing a public service, as a non-commercial television
which operates in isolation from the market, public television
simply should notbe allowed to sell advertisers or viewers any
goods whatsoever, whether audiences, programmes or indi-
vidual broadcasts. The sale of these products should be left to
the commercial television sector. Sponsorship,** another form
of advertising, and commercial subsidiaries of public tele-
vision channels should also be prohibited.

It will of course be feared by some that the abolition of
these sources of income, if they are not compensated, might
meant the end for several public television channels. Two
sources of funding remain necessary and sufficient both in
principle and in practice: public funds (the direct contribution
by citizens towards the financing of their television) and
transfers of money which should be laid down by the state so
that the commercial sector supports the public sector in
television.

PUBLIC FUNDS

According to Smith:

Public service always requires a unique type of funding. The insti-
tution, loaded with its special responsibilities, has to enjoy a form of
financial support for which no other body is competing. That may be
—and ideally is, the licence fee — but it may well be advertising in
blocks, ordirect grant or a mixture of advertising and something else.
However, if it finds itself competing minute by minute for the same
audiences, while attempting to draw upon the same sources of
funding as another directly competing channel-operator, then its
special purposes have to be abandoned and the whole point of its

existence is lost.?

Smith aptly expresses one of the elements in favour of with-
drawing public television from the advertising sector and
compensating for this through full or partial financing with
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public funds. In a context of competition for funding through
advertising, public television has no choice but to develop
into a commercial actorin order to attract that type of revenue.

It is surprising to observe that in the present competi-
tive context in television, a context where the number of
private channels is increasing and where income from adver-
tising is becoming more and more a rare resource and a
challenge, in several countries the fact thatit has thus become
all the more important for public television to resort to public
funds both in order to ensure that it can continue to exist and
to fulfill its mandate of public service has not been under-
stood. [t is surprising, of course, when one considers the logic
which should prevail in the elaboration of this public service
and the organization which should be preferred in order to
ensure that the institution whose responsibility itis to provide
this service — public television —is respected. It is less surpris-
ing if one merely sees this service and this television in terms
of state budget items at a time when the state is having to
settle its deficits and its debts. But there it is — since public
television and the public service it provides must not be
regarded as simple components of public administration,
unless it is merely a state television, the use of public funds
and the fixing of those funds should not be subject to the
arbitrary decisions of the political authorities. There are two
elements which must be considered in detail here: the need
to use public funds and the criteria according to which the
volume of those funds is determined.

Using public funds naturally has the advantage of keep-
ing public television away from private interests and commer-
cial pressures. It allows it to keep out of the competition for
the commercial income which would induce it to imitate the
programming practices of private channels. But above all
financing public television through public funds creates a
contractual relationship between that television and the pub-
lic. The public is no longer a means but an end. Since it is
financed by the public as a whole, public broadcasters must
aim to meet the various needs which arise in that public. Ina
highly competitive world where the number of private chan-
nels is multiplying, the fact that public television is financially
dependent on its audience must lead it to provide a service
whose quality, originality and interestare such that that public
constantly feels the need to continue to finance it despite the
quantity of private services which are offered elsewhere.

Whereas funding through advertising leads broadcast-
ers to seek profitable audiences, that is to say those categories
of consumers which are potential buyers of the products

advertised on television (which means that certain social
strata will of course be ignored in the designing of the pro-
grammes to be broadcast), the universality of the financing of
public television through public funds should ensure that all
audiences are given the same consideration when their pro-
grammes are being elaborated. Television financed by adver-
tising or subscription seeks to get through to consumers;
television financed by the public secks to get through to
citizens. Public funding should enable it to concentrate on
fulfilling its mandate of public service and not to get side-
tracked under the pretext of generating commercial income,

But the use of public funds clearly also has drawbacks,
and the literature contains many criticisms of the system:
Although subsidies or licence fees keep public television
away from commercial pressures, they can cause political
dependence with regard to the authorities which determince
the amounts;* the appropriation of public funds to public
television can be carried out on the same basis as publicity
funding is produced by advertisers, that is to say, viewer
ratings are the only criterion applied, with the result that
public television bases its programming on that criterion
alone;¥ public funds are not guaranteed, particularly ata time
when governments are making cutbacks in expenditure, and
they do not allow public television to plan and develop
medium-term and long-term programming strategies; univer-
sal payment of public television ts unfair for those who do not
watch it

Do these criticisms concern the use of public funds or
the criteria on the basis of which those funds are fixed and
decided and the method for evaluating the role and the
performance of public television? We suggest that these
criticisms are of the order of the second hypothesis. The
injustice caused by universal paymentcan be annulledatleast
in part by the fact that financing a service which is not used in
the short term or in the immediate future does not deny its
usefulness. Brittan recognizes this phenomenon in the fol-

lowing terms:

A democratic justification is that viewers and listeners may them-
selves be willing to support activities in their capacity as voting
taxpayers which they are not prepared to pay for directly as consum-

ers in large enough numbers.?

But it must be added that this criticism is important in terms
of the system proposed here and poses the problem of the
capacity of public television whose mission is universal and

diversified, to reach as many citizens as possible. As we shall
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see in the last section of this chapter which deals with evalu-
ating the performance of public television and its accountabil-
ity, it would be necessary to impose on it the objective of
reaching as wide an audience as possible (of interesting as
many citizens as possible in its broadcasts so that the majority
tune in to its programme for a given period of time). And the
question is justified whether this criticism at the present time
is not connected with the commercialization which is affect-
ing public television. Imitating private channels and pro-
ducing ‘popular’ programmes at all times, public television
financed by advertising probably seeks to reach profitable
audiences to the detriment of those other audiences which
nevertheless still share in its financing,

The other three criticisms levelled at public financing -
dependence on the political authorities, maximization of
viewer ratings and lack of planning owing to this type of
funding —are all connected not with the fact that public funds
are used but with the way in which those funds are allocated.
We find ourselves here in the field of arbitrary political
decisions whose danger we have already underlined.

Let us clarify one question immediately. There 1s a
curious debate on which system —directsubsidy or licence fees
~ gives the political authorities more ascendancy over public
television.?” Although licence fees enable the taxpayer to be
more aware of what public television is costing him and direct
subsidy produces the illusion that these funds come from the
government, which is free to distribute them as it sees fit, this,
to our mind, is not the point. Inasmuch as no system has been
setup to guarantee public television, 4 say in the sums it needs
in order to fulfill its mandate and its missions and to provide a
programme accordingly, the fixing of the subsidies or of the
price of the licence fee by the political authorities remains a
problem as regards the relative autonomy which public televi-
sion should enjoy. Unless thatautonomy is guaranteed, public
television will remain open to the criticisms of those who
associate it with state television. Brittan aptly illustrates this
weakness by taking the example of licence fees in the United
Kingdom, which serve to finance the BBC:

The licence fee has been considered superior to advertising as a
source of funds because it ensured freedom from commercial influ-
ence, in exchange for which the broadcasters were prepared to accept

dependence on the government.™

As was mentioned at the beginning of this section, certain
public broadcasters now argue that one of the advantages of

financing through advertising lies in greater independence in
relation to public funds and consequently to the public au-
thorities which fix their amount. This reveals less the inde-
pendence which advertising allows than the fack of autonomy
which these bodies seem to rely on when faced with the
arbitrary decisions of the public authorities through which
these public funds are allocated.

Commenting on a decision delivered on 22 February
1994 by the Federal German Constitutional Court, which had
declared unconstitutional the procedure applied until then
for fixing the amount of the radio and television licence fee,
Riiggeberg stresses that that court ruled that broadcasting
organizations are the only bodies which can decide on the
composition of programmes on the basis of their professional
criteria. Since those programmes are conditioned by the
financial means of the organizations, financing must be pro-
portionate to the function of public service broadcasting and
must guarantee its programming autonomy."'

It is not a question of allowing the public broadcasting
corporations to decide themselves on the amount of public
funds they need for accomplishing their missions, but one of
involving them more in the process by which those funds are
fixed. Riiggeberg states the following in his commentary on
the court decision:

Since it enjoys programming freedom, public service broadcasting
should not be confined to a passive role. It is in the final analysis up
to those broadcasters to determine their financial needs and to make
them known by taking the programmes they planned to provide as
a basis. (. . .) Those needs can be subject to investigation, but only in
order to determine whether they are in keeping with the missions
which laid down by law and whether they comply with the principles
of economy and good management. It is a question of excercising
technical rather than political competence. The latter must be
entrusted by law to a commission of independent experts, who are

expected to be competent, neutral and objective.?

Thus, ideally, public television should enjoy more power in
the determination of the amounts which it should be guaran-
teed. On the other hand, that power should be accompanied
by greater accountability for public television with regard to
the programme it provides in connection with its mandate and
missions, and with regard to 1ts management.

There is one further question to be raised here — that of
the contribution of the private sector to the funding of public
television.
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THE FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTION OF THE PRIVATE
CONMMERCIAL SECTOR

By freeing the private commercial channels of the public
service responsibilities which are imposed on them at the
present time, by withdrawing from public television the right
to finance its activities through advertising or various com-
mercial activities, the private commercial sector could be led
to participate in the financing of public television seen as the
television public service and the basic service of the national
television system. What proportion of that financing should
be provided by the private commercial sector of television in
addition to the share paid directly by citizens in the form of
taxes or through the licence fee? It is difficult to generalize
here, since the potential of the commercial television market
varies from one country to another.

Certain methods are put forward in the literature. Beale
considers that private channels should contribute to the fi-
nancing of public television ata rate equivalent to the amount
of costs which they claim to incur as the result of the public
service responsibilities imposed on them at the present
time.* Kellner suggests that private channels could pay a
licence for the wave bands they use and that that money could
be paid to public television.* Casta, on the other hand,
considers that if public television dispensed with advertising
this would require the participation of the private sector in
that television:

The first emergency measure for saving public television should
thus consist of dispensing with advertising and freeing it froma form
of financing which is obviously one of the primary causes of its
alienation. (. . .) It would thus seem justified to offset this by creating
aculture and communication tax deducted at source, and modulated
according to sector; this tax would be levied on the entire media and
non-media advertising market which shares the fruit of that growth.
Thisadditionallevy{. . .) would have the tremendous advantage that
the resources of public television would progress in tandem with the

development of the advertising market.®

Some authors also point to the importance of making the
enterprises involved in teledistribution (by cable or satellite)
participate in this financing, the possibility of auctioning the
frequencies available for television and of forwarding the
sums thus received to public television. Others stress that the
private channels must be made to participate according to
their capacity to pay, butin a highly competitive context this
latter idea poses a problem since public television will be

penalized if profitability is not considered sufficient or is nil.

Precedence could be given to a tax on transactions
which would be levied on all of the firms involved in the
television sector. This tax would have the advantage of being
applied to all enterprises so that no one would be placed ata
disadvantage in a competitive context. Both teledistribution
firms and private production firms, both advertisers and view-
ers who subscribe to special channels would be affected. This
tax would be regarded as a minimum rule which would have
to be accepted in order for an enterprise to enter the market
and it could not be cited as the cause of the shutdown or
bankruptcy of a private firm on that market becausc all of the
other successful enterprises on that market would also be
affected.

This tax would obviously affect all of the national
television market at the level of the rate identified. But, as
regards the expenses connected with the public service obli-
gations which private enterprises are expected to meetat the
present time, this tax in fact merely replaces those expenses
with a more direct and quantifiable contribution to the public
service.

It should also be pointed out in this context that com-
mercial television would benefit from the ban on the develop-
ment of commercial activities by public television and the
possibility could be considered of restricting its expansion (for
example, restricting the number of channels it can provide or
laying down the number of hours of broadcasting which it
must produce).’

What programme?

There have been intensive debates in the past few years on
the question of the programmes which public television
channels should provide in this era of competition. Given the
proliferation of private channels, the question has been raised
whether public television should not confine itself to provid-
ing viewers with the broadcasts which the private channels
refuse to provide. On a more general basis, questions have
been raised on the differentiation necessary in public and
private television programmes. Clanfication of these ques-

tions is essential to the future of public television.

GENERAL INTEREST OR SPECIAL INTEREST

In the discussion of the mandate of public television, it has

been stressed that that television should be universal and
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pluralist. Embodying the idea of public service, public televi-
ston has to address everyone by dealing with a vanety of
subjects, by raising questions which may concern certain
audiences more than others, and by providing television
genres which can be of interest to the public as a whole. The
challenge of public television is thus to provide a range of
television genres and to take account of subjects which can be
of interest to the various audiences while producing these
genres and addressing these audiences in a form which is
accessible to the general public.

From this point of view, it thus follows that the ideal
type of public television presupposes a general-interest pro-
gramme. It has also already been stressed that since public
televisionis a television of citizens which is financed to a large
extent —or entirely — by those citizens, it is answerable to the
public as a whole. Not everyone sees it like this, however.
Fichera states the following:

As public services we need to give priority to technologies which
i

produce services for a wide public. However, a wide public can no
longer mean the whole public. New means of diseribution and the
growth of thematic channels are inevitably creating an increasingly
fragmented public. (. ..) We must develop a conception of public

a I
service relevant to the new reality of narrowcasting, considering

every option.’’

This position of the director of Euronews in 1993 is repre-
sentative of a vision of public service which is adapted to
technological development and to the competition which 1s
fragmenting the audience on the television market. It is
symptomartic of a way of thinking which characterizes every
enterprise which seeks to position itself on a market, to find
its niche there and to find a target public. It is the image of
television which no longer tries to bring all audiences together
in the same place, the same forum, but which tries to define
itself in relation to a select public by providing a clear-cut
television genre. It is the example of television which delib-
erately takes the risk of alienating the audience which does
not feel concerned either as a target audience or by the
television genre offered. Much thought has been devoted to
the consequences of the specialization of the public television
programme and to those of the specialization of the pro-
grammes provided on the television marketas a whole. These
deliberations merit our attention, for they are complex and
varied.

In the case of public television, the specialization of the
programme has often gone hand in hand with its confinement

toasort of cultural ghetto. The fragmentation and differentia-
tion of private television have in fact led to the image of a
public televistion which is defined narrowly in terms of a
limited number of television genres, specific audiences and
the impossibility of providing anything which might be con-
sidered profitable from the point of view of the private
channels. Silj describes the situation as follows:

In certain areas of commercial television there is support for separat-
ing its role from that of public television. The former should devote
itself to entertainment and popular culture and the latter to culture
and minority and special interest programmes, or, more generally, to
acomplementary form of programming, i.¢. all that private television
cannot or will not do because there is no profit in it, such as theatre,
ballet, educational programmes, avant-garde films, serious docu-
mentaries and so on, Butit would be suicidal for public television to

allow itself to be relegated to this kind of ‘cultural ghetto’.

This idea of a cultural ghetto is generally strongly criticized in
the literature.* On the one hand, an adventure of this nature
could be the terminal phase through which public television
must go before it dies, losing all legitimacy vis-@-vis the public
which is financing it; on the other hand it reveals that the
choice which has now been provided by the proliferation of
private channels has not been widened to the extent that is
claimed, since certain television genres are appearing less and

less on the screen. As Wolton points out:

Private television alreacy reduces the range of programming to profic-
able programmes alone, whereas public television—if ie wishes - can
claborate programming which is independent of the audience. So
the same word can cover very different practices, and there is a sort
of debasement of the concept when one goes from public television

to private television and then to thematic television.®

The concept to which Wolton is referring is that of the
general-interest nature of television. By refraining from bas-
ing its operation on the criterion of profitability alone, public
television, more than private television, can put together
broadcasts in a programming logic which can sausfy a wide
range of audiences which, as Wolton underlines, can succeed
one another and overlap.

With regard to public television, to opt for a general-
interest television to the detrimentof a thematic or fractioned
television is to opt for a certain vision of society. Wolton, who
is probably the researcher who has worked most on this
question, states the following:
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At the social level, general interest television — in its private dimen-
sion buta fartiori in its public dimension — corresponds to a perspec-
tive of social equality both asregards the designing of production and
as regards reception, whereas fragmented television takes existing
inequalities as a basis and builds up a supply which is adapted to the
various audiences. Fragmented television corresponds to a public
sphere which is segmented and where social inequalities are a facg;
general interest television, although it does not claim to eliminate
those inequalities, attempts to provide programming with common

characteristics.?!

The importance of the programming activity in television
often tends to be forgotten. More in the case of general-
interest television than in that of fragmented television, this
activity is the art of bringing audiences together and causing
them to meet one another and to get to know one another,
which in turn allows that television to promote the maintain-
ing of a public sphere which is as open as possible. For by
attracting an audience at a given time, the programmer’s
activity consists of trying to hold the attention of the latter so
thatitstays tuned in to the following broadcast, which s likely
to draw another public. Thus the challenge for general-
interest television consists of holding the interest of audi-
ences by providing a wide range of television genres and of
subjects discussed. To do so —and here there 1s a paradox —its
programme must be designed according to what Wolton
refers to as the common characteristics of those audiences,
according to the general public. Special broadcasts must
therefore be designed for audiences, but they must also be
accessible to the general public. Forexample, a so called high-
level cultural broadcast must be designed not only so as to
satisfy a select élite, but also in a way which makes it accessi-
ble to everyone. In the case of general-interest television and
even more so in the case of general-interest public television,
programming is the art of putting together genres and audi-
ences in an overall and egalitarian vision of the expectations
and needs of the public as a whole. For public television
programming is designing a ‘menu’ which seeks from the
outset to satisfy all audiences by mixing the dishes, and which
will have the result that certain audiences will discover tastes
which they otherwise would not have been aware of.

The importance of programming for general-interest
television is in jeopardy when one tries to confine public
television to a specific genre or a particular audience. It is
totally ignored when one proposes to see it as a sort of

electronic editor whose sole function would be to participate

in the financing of certain productions which are considered
to be public service productions and are broadcast here and
there on various private channels. This is to a certain extent
the case with the video publishing model, which for a time
interested the Peacock Committee which was investigating
the financing of the BBC in Great Britain. This model, various
versions of which subsequently interested the authorities in
other countries, would have transformed public television
into a sort of public broadcasting council responsible for
granting subsidies to private producers in order to finance
productions which held no financial interest for private inves-

tors. According to Blumler and Hoffmann-Riem:

Such an approach, however, would surrender the opportunities that
channels controlled by public corporations afford for public service
scheduling — that is, presenting a diversity of experiences across
night’s offerings and encouraging viewers to sample a program on a
subject they might enjoy simply because it follows one they were
already watching. It also overlooks the need to assemble, on some
programming areas at least (e.g. publicaffairs) a critical mass of tulent
under one organizational roof if high standards of quality are to be
achieved. ¥

In actual fact, a model of this nature presupposes that public
service productions are those, and only those, which are
economically unprofitable and that they can be designed
independently of programming which sees them as compo-
nents ofa whole. This would amouncto financing productions
where one does not even know if the sclect audiences which
they address will be reached because their presentation
would no longer be controlled. Butif public television is to be
a general-interest television, if it is to design a programme
covering several genres and dealing with various subjects and
audiences while at the same time always bearing in mind the
need to present all of these elements in a form which reaches
the general public, in short, if it is acknowledged that it can
only fulfill its role if it has full control of its programming
activity, must one consider that as far as a substantial part of
its programme is concerned public television will not differ

from what the private channels are doing?
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THE PROBLEM OF DIFFERENTIATING BETWEEN
PROGRAMMES OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE TELEVISION

It must be pointed out first of all that the changes which have
already been proposed regarding the exclusive responsibility
of the public service mandate for public television and as
regards foregoing commercial income for its financing will
already have the effect of accentuating the differentiation of
public and private programmes. One might believe thatonce
freed of the responsibilities imposed on them today, private
channels will tend to resort more to broadcast formats and
production modes whose homogeneous nature is already
underlined in the literature. T'he range of broadcasts and the
audiences addressed by the private channels are highly likely
to be further contracted, being limited to broadcasts whose
financial success is guaranteed and where income has been
proven.

In the case of countries where heavy responsibilities
and obligations are placed on private television, deregulation
could have the effect of prompting their private channels to
adopt practices which have already been observed in Ameri-
can television. Blumler has described these practices vividly,
and tn particular the tremendous pressure exerted by compe-
tition, which induces the private networks to setup schedules
which aim to maximize the audience for all types of broadcast
atall times. He has stressed the conservatism of programming
which avoids dealing with sensitive subjects which might
offend the audience or give rise to controversy, as well as the
reluctance to innovate in genres, since past successes are
guarantees of ‘future successes’. The game trend is typical of
this programming, where entertainment invades all forms of
broadcast including news bulletins. Sensationalism takes
precedence overanalysis and stardom prevails over authority.
Advertising permeates broadcasts, several of the latter being
elaborated more and more according to potential advertisers.
And again, ‘the system favours immediate appeal as opposed
to the exploration of meaning and a build-up of involvement,
especially if the involvement could be unduly troubling’. +
And one could continue with similar citations, since several
authors have stressed the practices of the American commer-
cial networks in the programming field. Freed of the majority
of the constraints imposed on them, it would be easy for the
private channels to promote entertainment which cajoles,
which appeals to desire and to passion, which arouses drives
and, as psychoanalysts would say, is addressed to the ‘ego’.
Whereas in the same line of thought public television is a

television of the ‘super ego’, a television of reason and inspi-
rations, expectations and the normative, a television of analy-
sis and of a sense of morals. An exaggeration? Notatall. One
need merely point for example to the ambivalence around a
problem which has been widely discussed in several countries
in the pastfew years: thatof violence on television. On the one
hand, be
it finds enough consumers to make channels include broad-

violence seems to profitable in rthat
casts or films containing scenes of violence in their program-
ming. * On the other hand, violence is denounced by citizens
and various social groups which dread the influence it might
have on real violence within the community. In actual fact,
this debate reflects two types of relationship to television, the
first being that of the individual and his or her needs, and the
second that of society as a whole and its expectations. As an
individual consumer one can desire such and such a product
and the competitive market can satisfy thatdesire. Asa citizen
and a member of a community, it is quite possible to have
more general expectations stemming from values other than
those which concern us individually, and, asanidealand as the
embodiment of public service, public television has always
been that different organization which ts not the concern of
the market and of its spontaneous needs.

All of this confirms that in the typical ideal proposed
here the difference between public and private programmes
will become more marked not only according to their capacity
for providing a generzl-interest television which is diversified
and pluralist, but according to the way their programme is
actually produced, according to the logic which pervades the
programme first of all and then each particular broadcast.
Thus, imposing fewer constraints on private channels, con-
firming that public television is the sole agent of public
service, and stopping commercial activities and the race for
revenue from advertising will already have a major impacton
the programming practices of these two sectors and on the
public’s ability to appreciate the difference.

But this is not all. We must go further in enumerating
the principles which must guide the elaboration of the pro-
gramme provided by public television. It has already been
underlined in the section on the mandate and the missions of
public television that historically the missions of informing,
educating and providing culture and entertainment have
been associated with that television. To this have been added
missions such as promoting more specifically the broadcasting
of national culture, or the civic awareness of citizens, etc.

These missions, which, it must be underlined, are a matter of
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the community’s expectations of television, have wrongly
been perceived as types of broadcast, where informing means
news bulletins and public affairs, educating means school
broadcast, providing culture means focusing on the arts, and
entertaining means more or less all the rest. This tendency to
confine these missions to particular genres has had the effect
of promoting criticism to the effect that public television
should stay aloof from certain genres, particularly entertain-
ment, and thus of weakening partof its legitimacy with regard
to the market channels.

In fact these missions express the most general expec-
tations one can have regarding the programming offered by
public television. It is less a matter of a judgement of the
content of each broadcast taken individually than of a judge-
ment of the result expected of the overall programming
activity of public television. Just as the economist states that
the competitive market increases well-being without tracing
that well-being to a particular product, public television is
expected to enable citizens through its programme to be
better informed of the social, political and cultural issues
which concern them with regard to the social fabric of which
they are part. To say that the programme of public television
must promote the maintaining of a public sphere, must form
a public forum, and must be the place where public commu-
nication is most accessible for the population is to make a
general judgement on the social and cultural scope expected
of thatinstitution. These major missions or expectations must
thus be regarded as overall objectives resulting from the
programming offered by public television as a whole over a
long period and not as highly specific judgements on particu-
lar broadcasts or on types of broadcast.

In the case of this public television, the missions of
informing, educating, cultivating and entertaining must not
be seen as a conglomerate of specific broadcasts which are
superimposed and necessarily well-defined according to nar-
row grids, but as colours which are necessarily present in an
overall picture. For example, everyone knows perfectly well
that a television quiz can be educational or that a television
serial can be an important source of information when the
subjects it deals with are topical and closely concern the real-
life experience of the audience. This is how this first level of
expectations regarding the programme offered by public
television must be understood. And in this sense all of these
missions are still absolutely relevant to public television and
its programme today.

There isa second level of expectation with regard to the

programme offered by this television. This level concerns
more the structure and actual composition of the public
television schedule. It is the level where one can begin to
catalogue genres and audiences. It is at this level that public
television can be expected to provide a programme where
there is a balance in the genres presented (news bulletins,
documentaries, public affairs, quizzes, fiction, films, sports
events, etc.). It is also expected to provide diversity in
the subjects dealt with and the audiences targeted. This
diversity must clearly be more noticeable in the public pro-
gramme than in the programmes supplied by private chan-
nels, which are exposed to the vicissitudes of competition and
the market.

Thus, where public and private television should differ
in the expectations and motivations behind their program-
ming activity — informing, educating, cultivating and enter-
taining for the one, and profitability of activities for the other—
these television sectors should also differ in the range of
genres and subjects offered and audiences reached. We must
insiston this pointfor the sake of clarity: from the pointofview
of public television all television genres must be permeated
by the major missions identified above and, consequently,
these missions cannot be synthesized by a sort of compatibil-
ity of the genres in question. Public television must thus seek
to inform, for example, by means of news bulletins, public
affairs broadcasts, documentaries, to be sure, but also by
means of quizzes, television serials, sports events, etc. Infor-
mation thus cannot be reduced to one television genre alone
from the point of view of public television. Private television,
on the other hand, not only tends to reduce the number of
genres offered, by avoiding unprofitable genres, for example,
but also tends to permeate all of the other genres with
entertainment — hence the well-known expression of ‘info-
tainment’ in the case of news bulletins or public affairs
broadcasts.

And finally there is one last level of expectation with
regard to the programme offered by public television which is
widely stressed in the literature. These expectations relate
more to the broadcasts which make up the programme. They
are expected to be original and of good quality, they must
allow for creation and innovation, they must be marked by a
social concern based on ethics which differ from those of a
private enterprise, and they must be objective particularly
where information is concerned, or impartial, but critical as
regards public affairs. In short, these are the standards ex-
pected of every broadcast provided by public television.
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Tracey underlines this pussuit of quality and the application
of high standards by public television:

From this perspective the nature of public broadcasting would be
thacany program offered, whatever the genres, should be the best of
its kind, the best it can be. The argumentagainst game shows would
thus have to be that they inherently cannot be worthwhile, which is
notan especially easy case to make. And in fact, we saw examples of
game and quiz shows which dety the commercial, down-market

stereotype, 0

However, the moral judgements which are implied when the
conceptof quality is involved obviously are noteasy to define,
and this is openly acknowledged in the literature.*” Yet the
quality of the broadcasts provided by public television is
never merely a question of their profitability, their viewer
ratings, or their production costs. Whereas, as Keane argues,*
quality in the case of the private media is measured in terms
of consumprtion by individuals who are free to choose the
media ‘products’ they want, the quality of the ‘products’
oftered by the public sector should not be limited to the sole
criterion of consumption, but should also be measured in
terms of their usefulness and their capacity to meet the
expectations of citizens. As we shall see in the following
section, the public should be consulted regularly, using vari-
ous survey methods, to establish how satisfied it is and what
its expectations are with regard to the programme and broad-
casts of public television, and as to how it perceives the style
of that television compared to that of the private channels.
Whatever the outcome, it is necessary and indeed desirable
for the purchases and in-house productions of public tele-
vision to be subjected to a code of ethics which sets out the
principles regarding the quality expected of each broadcast
genre, and more specifically of the news or public affairs
broadcasts. These codes should be publicized so that the
public is informed; and the extent to which they are applied
as well as their effectiveness should be evalued periodically.

There is another question to which attention should be
devoted, and that is the actual production of the broadcasts

presented by public television.

PROGRAMNMES: TO PRODUCE IN-HOUSE OR BUY
EXTERNALLY?

The increase in the production costs of television products
and in the purchase price of those products on the market has

been widely reported in the past few years. In view of this
trend, coproductions have been encouraged for certain types
of products, particularly fiction. In several countries the urend
has also been to use the private sector since it was believed
that the production costs of in-house productions, which are
always difficultto work out, could thus be further rationahized.
Inshort, efforts have been made to externalize the production
of public channels, since it was suspected that resources were
being wasted.** At the same time several states provided
themselves with funds for supporting television production,
and those funds can be regarded more and more as support for
the production industry, which is having to contend with
international comperition, particularly from America.™ This
movement, which aims to disinvest in public production and
to encourage a strong national industry which is private, is not
without consequences. On the one hand, it entails conver-
gence of public and private production styles, the former
being pushed towards modes of production and management
specific to the latter® and on the other hand, it completely
overlooks the difficulties which private productions can cre-
ate from the public service point of view. For it has been
stressed that the programming activity of public television
should go from the general to the particular, from the general
missions expected of public television to the particular broad-
casts which are significantand marked by the requirements of
information, education, culture, entertainment, etc., diversity
and quality, that have just been mentioned. Public service
cannot be conceived on an individual basis as is the case in the
publishing video model, which presupposes that television
products are evaluated individually according to their public
service nature and independently of the programme into
which they are to be inserted. Taken to an extreme, the
current externalization trend in public television production
would amount to making public televisiona buyerorasponsor
of products over which it has less and less control. This trend
does not take account either of public television’s need to
leave its mark, its personality or its identity on each of its
broadcasts or of the logic underlying the production industry
in a highly competitive context.

Since there is a high risk attaching to investments in
audio-visual production, producers tend to seek security by
diversifying their production. Concentration, vertical and
horizontal integration, and the need to take advantage of
economies of scale are well-known factors. It may become a
problem for public television to do business with private
producers whose sole objective once again is the profitability
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of their activities, and this is particularly the case with enter-
prises which aim to develop products whose costs they hope
to amortize on external markets. The interests of private
producers may, we repeat, differ totally from those of the
public service.® It is thus necessary to promote in-house
production within public television. That production will not
only be consistent with its programming strategy, butwill also
enable public television to provide a training place in-house
aswellasa pool of craftworkers who are able to conceive aform
of production which is in line with the objectives of public
service.

The policies concerning measures to encourage a pri-
vate audio-visual production industry, whose objectives are
centred on the market logic, must be separated from the need
to maintain a public production sector whose logic is different
and is centred on the public service concept.™ Thus in the
case of public television, making is given precedence over
having made. Of course the use of actors external to public
television, particularly in the technical field, obviously cannot
be precluded.

And finally it is clear that as a public forum public
television should only resort to purchasing foreign broadcasts
if their relevance for the publicis clearly established. Nattonal
production, which is a matter of public service logic and is not
designed for penetrating the international market or as a
strictly profitable commodity at the economic level, should
make up the major part of the public television programme.

Accountability and evaluation of public
television

Profitability is the indicator on which the performance of
private television enterprises is rated. When the directors of
these enterprises report to their employers, the shareholders,
it is the only indicator which counts and which can enable
them to hold onto their jobs. Congratulations or reprimands
from any regulatory body for the efficiency with which they
carry out the responsibilities which have been imposed on
them are taken into consideration from this point of view but,
ultimately, they remain-secondary. What about public tele-
vision? To whom is it accountable and on what basis? To the
public, or to the political authorities which legitimately repre-
sent that public? How can the performance of public tele-
vision be evaluated since the profitability criterion does not

apply here?
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ACCOUNTABILI'TY

This ts a particularly difficult question to deal with and one to
which less attention seems to have been devoted in the recent
literature on public television, which has focused more on
financing and programming. Butitis a question which clearly
becomes cructal in the public television model proposed here.

Accountability is said to be a difficult question for three
reasons. First, the current trend is towards an increase in the
number of regulatory bodies and a transformation of the
bodies responsible for decreeing the standards and rules for
the entire television sector, and this is the case in several
countries. As the result of the expansion of the commercial
television sector bodies have been set up and have been
assigned the task of realizing the impossible according to the
theory which has been supported until now, that is to say, the
task of ensuring that a general public service ideal 1s main-
tained while at the same time administering the expansion of
a sector whose principal determining factor is the pursuit of
profits and which is influenced by industrial policies that have
little to do with the actual idea of public service. Then we
must emphasize the change in the situation where several
public television channels which were their own regulators,
particularly in the monopoly era, have gradually been placed
under new bodies whose creation is closely related to the
appearance and expansion of private channels, i.e. of a vast
number of private actors operating in various capacities in the
television sector (from cable distributors to satellite operators
and now even telephone companies) and operating on a
market-driven logic. Whereas in some cases this trend entails
some overlap of roles and powers between public television

* it is generally denounced in the

and regulatory bodies,’
literature owing to the pernicious effectsitis having on public

television. Salter states the following:

Regulatoryagencies draw uponalegacy of assumptions and methods
of regulation that shape how they relate to the regulated industries.
Thus, there is little scope for the regulator to treat some of those
industries — including public broadcasting — on a fundamentally
different basis from others, or to apply very different standards. As a
result, the regulatory system itself raises questions about the legiti-
macy ofthe public sectorsubsidies or its general-interest service, and

deflects attention away from its distinct objectives.™

Having studied the behaviour of various regulatory bodies in
charge mainly of managing the television market, the tele-
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vision industry, Hoffmann-Riem draws the following conclu-
sion: ‘Reference has already been made to the tendency, as
time passes, for supervising bodies to find their interests in
the success of the enterprise coinciding with those whom they
are supervising.” In fact it is the theory of the regulated
regulator which is put forward against this tendency. Faced
with a complex industry which is bristling with commercial
actors who operate in a market-driven logic, the regulatory
body would begin to regard the public actoras an one of many
actors whose logic is incompatable and incomprehensible
given the rest of the industry. A former director of Canadian
public television who previously headed the regulatory body
in charge of regulating the entire television sector, has already
pointed out that the private lobby in the body and in the
government, if only in terms of the number of lobbyists in
action, was such that the situation could only be to the
disadvantage of public television.’” The situation could of
course be different if the supervisory body could change its
logic unilaterally depending on whether it is addressing pub-
lic television or the rest of the industry, but this eventuality
does not seem to have been considered realistic in any of the
literature.™

Allinall, the accountability of public television must be
thought of in a context outside the present movement which
is leading to the regulation of the entire television sector on
the basis of principles which are focusing more and more on
the market and on industrial expansion. According to our
position, which consists of differentiating more precisely and
more clearly between the private and the public sector
in television, the body in charge of regulating the private
sector should not have any authority whatever over the public
sector,

A second difficulty which arises in the reflection on the
accountability of public television is related to the political
practices in effect in the various democratic societies. It is a
question of political culture which explains the differences
between vartous political systems or various electoral systems
found in regimes which, despite their differences, are consid-
ered to be democratic. This, to be sure, is not an insurmount-
able obstucle to reflecting on accountability, but it compli-
cates the process in that several methods for improving the
mechanisms aiming to place responsibility on public televi-
ston arc to be found in the literature, but these methods are
often very closely connected with the political culture of the
states under examination.”” The question must thus be con-
sidered in general terms and it must be underlined that the

principles put forward can be actualized through various
mechanisms.

And finally, the last problem which arises concerning
the accountability of public television is one which cannot be
ignored. Garnham identifies this difficulty as follows:

The problem of accountabilicy is central to any public service
broadcasting system because the conceptof service implies a master/
servant relationship of some sort between the provider of the service
and the person or group to whom itis provided. It implies the right
ofthose beingserved to ensure thatthe service they are being offered
meets their needs and is being delivered in a manner they consider

appropriate.”

The crux of the matter, according to Garnham, is this:

The search for an answer to the paradox of how to combine freedom
for broadcasters from undesirable state control, while at the same
time ensuring the necessary level of desirable political accountabil-
ity. (.. .) In practice, of course, this circle cannot be squared, so that
any structure and practice of accountability has to be a balance

between the two."!

This inextricable preblem is expressed in even more forceful

terms by Ertzioni-Halevy from a democratic point of view:

The dilemma which pervades the general relationship between
bureaucracy and democracy reappears in the case of the relacionship
between broadeastingcorporationand democracy: the political inde-
pendence of a national broadcasting corporation is both a necessity
foranda threatto democracy. Hence, Targue, a national broadcasting
corporation will be expected to be both politically independent and
politically accountable, simultaneously controlled and uncontrolled

by the government.*

According to Etzioni-Halevy, who has studied this problem
with respect to severzl countries, the problem can be resolved
in part by ensuring that the mechanisms which allow the
publicinstitution in charge of broadcasting to be independent
and those which allow the political authorities to intervene in

the sector are clearly identified. The author states:

Some legal frameworks were designed so as to distance broadcasting
from direct government control, while maintaining ultimate govern-
ment control over it, but without clear indication of where direct
control ends and ultimate control begins. And precisely where the

legal framework made the clearest provisions for broadcasting inde-




The public television ideal

pendence, it also made the clearest provision for political interven-

tion in broadcasting.®

Bearing this in mind, how are the relative autonomy or the
independence of public television and its essential account-
ability to be reconciled? It must first be pointed out thatin the
mass of writing in which the problems of public television
have been discussed in the past few years the question of the
influence exerted by the public authorities on public televi-
sion and, consequently the lack of independence of that
television is dealt with much more frequently than the ques-
tion of any lack of power allowing the political sphere to
intervene in the public television sector in order to ensure its
accountability. As has been the case here, particular emphasis
is laid in that writing on the capacity which the political
authorities reserve forintervening on the fixing of the sums to
be allocated to public television as one of the main methods
used for influencing the ‘conduct’ of the latter. This method
can also enable the public authorities, and more specifically
the government, to make public television more docile and
conciliatory towards them, just as it can orient that television
towards a type of management which is closer to that of
commercial enterprises with all the consequences which this
entails regarding its programme, which is supposed to be a
public service.® This means of influencing public television
is less evident for the commentators of the political scene than
is direct intervention in decisions concerning programming
or, even more so, in the journalistic activities of that television.
In general, although there are several exceptions to this rule,
the political leaders in democratic societies are, in the final
analysis, hesitant when it comes to direct intervention with a
view to orienting the information task which public television
has to accomplish. However, the budgetary weapon remains
an effective means of letting the directors of public television
know that one is keeping an eye on them.*

In the section on the financing of public television the
example was quoted of a decision delivered by the German
Constitutional Court on the need to entrust the task of
evaluating the sum of public funds to be allocated to public
television to a neutral body composed of experts, which
should take account of the needs expressed by public televi-
sion. One might believe that a public body (which can be
called 2 commission or a council) which is separate from the
institution in charge of operating public television would to a
large extent fulfill the need to ensure both the independence
of public television and the control of that television. In fact

a body should be assigned the exclusive task of supervising
public television, as is currently being done in certain coun-
tries for the entire television sector, both private and public.
This supervision would concern both the observance of the
mandate and missions of public television and the administra-
tion of that television. For these two tasks, this body should be
able to rely on budgets and research which enable it to
elaborate methods for evaluating the performance of public
television which are appropriate to the nature and the man-
date of that television (but what is important here is the need
to find evaluation methods which must not correspond with
those of private television). This body should also be able to
act as a complaints office, to which citizens could address any
complaints concerning public television. Since it would not
have the authority to impose sanctions on public television,
this body should be able to make recommendations to that
television on how it should accomplish its task (always in
accordance with the mandate and mission as well as the
administration of public television). It would not be a ques-
tion of this body intervening in the day-to-day management
of public television, but a matter of making general recom-
mendations on the way in which the latter should fulfill its
obligations. In the event of conflict between the body and
public television, the former could ask the political authorities
to ratify its recommendations so as to give them force of
regulation. This should only be done after the conflict has
been studied, after the versions of both parties have been
heard, and that study should be as transparent as possible and
open to any public interested in stating its opinion. Should
such a case arise, the political authorities could thus play arole
of arbitrator and, as a last resort, of judge, after hearing the
parties concerned. In a system of this nature, it is highly
probable that it would be in the interests of both the supervi-
sory body and public television to reach compromises where
the recommendations of the former would have force of
regulation or at least agreement value.

And would the political authorities merely play the role
of arbitrator and judge, as in the cases of conflict between the
supervisory body and publictelevision? Ultimately, the legit-
mately elected public authorities (the government with the
consent of Parliament) should conserve a right to intervene
both in public television and in the supervisory body, but this
right to intervene should be such that, in the case of direct
intervention, it is only used in exceptional circumstances
provided by law. Otherwise, the political authorities, which of
course conserve their legislative power, can always upset a
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process of revision of the law on public television (the need for
such a specific law on public television has already been
underlined), although, ideally, that process should only be
launched at predetermined times (laying down the number of
vears' interval between these periods would pose a problem
in view of the differences in political terms of office in the
various countries). Here again the need for such a process to
be transparent must be stressed as must that of holding public
hearings for such an exercise. And finally, the political
authorities could obviously propose certain guidelines for
public television. These guidelines should be made public
and submitted for examination by the supervisory body. Once
that body has examined the guidelines proposed and has
taken account of the reactions of the public concerned and
of the directors of public television, an opinion should
be issued on the appropriateness of those guidelines, again
in the form of a recommendation addressed to public tele-
vision. And the process would then continue as set out
above.

Itisin fact a question of elaborating mechanisms which
induce the main actors — public television, the supervisory
body, and the political authorities — to reflect on the political
cost® of their action and proposals so as to minimize the risks
of direct intervention whether spontaneous or depending on
the mood of the various actors. These mechanisms, itmust be
repeated, must be transparent and must allow the public to
voice its opinion.

It must also be stressed that with a system like this,
public television would enjoy considerable latitude in the
management of its daily affairs, but that its overall action, its
programme and its administration, would be subject to annual
examination by the supervisory body, which itself would
report its assessment to the political authorities. As to the
fixing of its budget, public television would propose the sums
it considered it needed, and this budget would be submitted
for examination by the supervisory body whose task would be
either to confirm these requests or to recommend that they be
modified. According to the literature on the subject, itmustbe
pointed out that this budget should be drawn up on a plan
extendingoverseveral yearsinordertoallow public television
sufficient scope to plan its medium-term action. Further-
more, a budget which is based on a well-made plan should not
show a deficit or require rectification.” The political authori-
ties should accept this budget, perhaps proposing a modifi-
cation, while at the same time agreeing to cover the political
costdescribed above according to the terms of the process and

mechanisms to be gone through in order to achieve the
objective.%®

There is still one crucial question to be settled. How are
the directors of public television and of the supervisory body
to be appointed? Of course, if it is the political authorities who
unilaterally appoint the directors of either of these bodies, it
is highly likely thar the mechanisms described above will
serve no purpose. Here again, itis difficult to imagine an ideal
system which can be applied everywhere, owing to the differ-
ent political cultures in the various democratic countries.”
But one point on which the literature seems to agree unani-
mously is the need to have leaders who have sufficiently long
terms of office and who cannot be fired for trivial reasons.

In short, the directors must be firmly in the saddle and
must enjoy wide legitimacy with the public. Ideally, experi-
ence and expertise in the television world plus the ability to
act in the public interest beyond political allegiances are
obviously desirable for holding such posts.

Whether the electoral process followed is extensive or
restricted,” or whether a system of appointment by designa-
tion is used, it should be ensured that the mechanisms used
allow the public to voice its opinion at least in part and that
they are designed in such a way that the public interest is
placed above private interests. If the decision is taken to opt
for a three-actor model of the type described above, it would
be desirable for the processes for appointing the directors of
public television and of the supervisory body to be different
so that each can draw legitimacy from different sources and
they can be counterbalanced.”

The accountability of public television thus requires
thatits programme and management be subjected to supervi-
sion by other bodies or institutions which are responsible for
assessing its performance, although they do not represent
the political authorities since independence must also be
ensured.

ASSESSMENT

To return to our example of a supervisory body which is
separate from the public institution in charge of running the
television public service, such a body should be able to carry
out research through which appropriate modes of assessment
can be found and proposed concerning the particular type of
management required by publictelevision as compared to the
commercial television channels. In our opinion little research
has been carried out in this field. It is sometimes mentioned







