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It is almost universally accepted within advanced industrial democracies that concentration
of media ownership within too few hands contradicts the basic tenets of democracy,
threatening diversity of expression and risking autocratic control of communicative spaces.
Although these principles of diversity and pluralism have routinely underpinned American
and European policy statements on media ownership, recent policy initiatives have moved
inexorably in the opposite direction, towards relaxation of restrictions and hence greater
consolidation. These trends have been exacerbated over the last two years by a sustained
economic recession, allied to structural shifts in advertising revenue, which have left hard-

pressed media enterprises lobbying intensively






landscape Bakdikian (2004: 4) declares that ‘[n]o imperial ruler in past history had multiple

media channels that included television and satellite channels that can permeate entire



the number of decision makers in a position to commit resources to ‘watchdog’ journalism;
and a reduction in the risk of co-option of media operations by powerful political or economic

interests.

His third argument revolves around the relentless focus on profitability which tends to be
most marked among the larger publicly quoted conglomerates. The drive for higher profit
margins places downward emphasis on operating costs which, in turn, drives down
investment in journalism. These structural pressures are an inevitable consequence of large,
centralised corporations but are less acute and less visible in non-profit institutions, private

foundations or charitable organisations.

Policy makers in the UK have followed the spirit of these diversity arguments for at least 50
years. Part of the rationale for the establishment of a commercial television network in 1955
was a reaction against the BBC's monopoly voice in broadcasting, despite its established
reputation for impartial coverage. According to one liberal economic analysis of the pre-
competition BBC, ‘[c]riticism of the monopoly was largely based on the threat to freedom of
speech and expression which was thought to be implicit in the monopoly’ rather than on
competition as a means of improving programmes (Coase 1950, quoted in O’Malley 2009:
23). And the subsequent structure of commercial television itself, divided into first 17 and
later 15 separate franchises, was predicated to a large extent on the desirability of reflecting
local and regional diversity. The Independent Television Authority (ITA), which had statutory
responsibility for overseeing the new commercial channel, could have chosen a unitary
system for operating the new channel, inevitably centred on the metropolis. Instead, in the
words of the Pilkington Committee which was set up to review the future of broadcasting in
1960:

The Authority chose the “plural” system because it wanted to realise the benefits of a
decentralised form of organisation: that is, to encourage the development of a service
which would tend to portray a variety and diversity of character and attitude, rather
than to concentrate on those of London and the Home Counties (1962: par 533).

A crucial consideration of the Pilkington Committee, raised in the House of Commons in

February 1961, was the question of concentrated ownership across different means of



communication and, in particular, whether there was an implicit threat to democracy for
control over newspapers and television stations to be vested in the same hands. The

committee’s report specifically addressed the potential danger:

The threat is thought to reside in the fact that, because two of the media of mass
communication are owned in some measure by the same people, there is an
excessive concentration of power to influence and persuade public opinion; and that,
if these same people are too few or have broadly the same political affiliations, there
will be an increasingly one-sided presentation of affairs of public concern. There
might, too, be a failure to present some of these affairs sufficiently or at all (ibid: par
627).

Section 12 of the subsequent Television Act of 1964 conferred on the ITA the power to

suspend operation of an ITV franchise if any newspaper shareholdings ‘has led or is leading



This statement of principle reflected a commitment within government to protecting a

‘market-place of ideas



These pressures have been exacerbated over the last two years by three further factors.
First, a recessionary environment which has left media companies facing the most
fundamental transformation in their history, and which has particularly afflicted journalism
enterprises at local and regional level. Over the last two years, redundancies have been
announced on virtually every national newspaper in the UK as well as most of the major
regional groups. Second, this cyclical pressure has been compounded by a structural shift of
advertising revenue from traditional media — especially press — to the internet. Third,
audiences in the electronic media are fragmenting in response to digital profusion and (albeit
slowly) moving away from non-linear patterns of consumption. The end result is an

unprecedented global transformation in the news business (Currah, 2009; Fenton, 2009).

It is thus scarcely surprising, in an industry which routinely demands opportunities for
expansion in economic boom times, that its leaders should be pleading for further
consolidation as a means of salvaging media businesses. The argument, based both on
economic and democratic grounds, was recently put in stark terms to the Office of Fair

Trading by an economic consultancy which advises a number of media companies:

The risk is that titles will be closed without exploring consolidation as a solution
simply because of the merger regime, and the result will be a needless loss of jobs
and local news, as well as plurality since there is no replacement for local media once
the shutters have been closed for good. The internet have-nots, such as the elderly
and the low income, could lose the vital lifeline provided by local media in terms of
the information that really matters to them (Enders Analysis, 2009).

It is equally unsurprising that both government and regulator should be more receptive to
industry demands in such straightened times. In a consultation document for its second
triennial review of media ownership rules in July 2009, Ofcom emphasised the ‘need to
consider the pressures on sustainability of businesses for delivering news content. If
businesses are struggling to be sustainable and the rules are hindering their ability to
respond to market conditions, then there may be a case for recommending a change to the
rules.” (Ofcom, 2009b: 29). Its provisional recommendations included removal of local radio
ownership restrictions, and liberalisation of local media cross-media restrictions to allow
simultaneous ownership of any two from local newspapers (with 50% plus local market
share); a local radio station; and a regional Channel 3 licence. It proposed no change to

national ownership or cross-ownership restrictions nor, crucially, any revision of the media



public interest test which allows the government to intervene on plurality grounds.
Unsurprisingly, these recommendations were confirmed in Ofcom’s final recommendations in
November 2009, where liberalisation at the local level was considered to be ‘the correct
balance between allowing greater flexibility for industry while retaining protections for
plurality’ (Ofcom, 2009c: 21). These recommendations will almost certainly be implemented

by the government.

The traditional response from critical scholars to further liberalisation proposals is to
condemn them unequivocally as antagonistic to pluralism and diversity. Given the unique
economic and industrial circumstances outlined above, | believe it is time to rethink these
instinctive objections and to reconfigure the nature of the critical debate. For it is becoming
increasingly difficult to refute the argument that the very existence of professional, well-

resourced journalism is under threat, and that some form of radical intervention is not just






that framework was progressively relaxed. Its legacy can still be seen today, in news if not in



year, the House of Lords Communications Committee recommended that the public interest

test should be amended



Meanwhile, at local level, less well publicised but nonetheless democratically vital campaigns
continue to be fought despite the dire economic circumstances. In November 2009, a

provocative article by George Monbiot in The Guardian claimed that most local journalism,
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