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Looking for change in China

Bill Thompson
considers the impact
of new publishing
tools on freedom of
expression in China

hen the first Emperor of
China, Qin S$hi Huang,
ordered the consiruction of

the Great Wall in 200 BCE he was try-
ing to protect the newly-unified
Chinese people from invasion by north-
ern tribes.

Its modern equivalent, the Greai
Firewall of China, is more concerned
with keeping the Chinese in, or at least
under contral. As well as restricling
Chinese net users’ access to conlent
which may challenge the worldview af
the ruling Communist parly it also lim-
its their ability to create their own con-
tent on websiles or blogs, engage freely
in discussion in chat roeoms or send
and receive emails.

Given the growing importance of
online tools for communicalion, and
the massive growth of “citizen media”
around the world, the way the net is
being managed, controlled and cen-
sored in China — and other closed
societics — should worry anyone com-
mitted to freedom of expression and an
open pI'GSS.

After all, if the future of the media
lics online, and television, radio, news-
papers and magazines are going lo
change boyond recognition because of
the internet, being able to exert effec-
tive control over anline activily is a
powerful tool for a repressive regime.

The Chinese government has invest-
ed heavily in managing the Internel,
hoping to benefit from increased use of
the network while minimising the
impact it might have on the social and
political situation.

There are three main elements, all
working logether. Al the core lies the
latest nelwork management technology
from Weslern companies like Cisco and
Sun, used to monilor, filler and limil
traflic. In addition an estimaled 30,000
human menitors are constantly reading
Websiles, blogs and chat rooms to look

for material that may have got around
the technical measures.

Finally, there is a legal framework
which penalises “inappropriate” use of
the network, forces companies to limit
their customers’ freedom and requires
registration of personal blogs.

Chinese internet companies have a
list of banned terms that they have to
look out for, and foreign companies can
only host their content or services on
computers based in China if, like
Google, Microsaoft and Yahoo! before
them, they sign the government's
“Public Pledge on Self-Discipline for
the Chinese Internet Industry™.

This obliges them not to host or
transmit information that “breaks laws
or spreads superslilion or obscenity” or
that “may jeopardize siate security and
disrupt social stability”. This is what
lies behind the censorship of goople.cn,
Goaogle’s Chinese-hosled index, and the
decision by MSN Spaces to remove the
popular blog written by Michael Anti
(the pen name of Zhao Jing) one of the
most interesting Chinese bloggers.

There are ways around most of the
technical restrictions put in place by
the authorities. Just as clever program-
mers have figured ways lo bypass the
copy-proteciion on CDs and DVDs,
groups of more politicised hackers have
devcloped tools that will bypass the
Chinese firewall.

For example Anonymizer now offers
a web-based service for Chinese users
that, according to the sile, will let users
look at websites “while free from
oppression and fear of persecution or
retribulion”, providing what they call
“a censor-free Internet experience for
those in oppressed nations”, However
there is a real danger that these pro-
grams may encourage people to break
the law and expose them to legal action
by creating a false sense of security.

Even withoul the use of anti-censor-
ship tools some wrilers manage to pub-
lish material which upsets the authori-
lies. While detailed information about
prosecutions is difficult lo come by,
Reporters without Borders believe that
49 “cyber-dissidenis” and 32 journal-
isls are currently in prison on charges
related to internet postings

In March Cai Lujun was released
after three years in prison for posting a
series of arlicles online criticising the
Chinese government. Another wriler, Li

Jianping, was arrested in May 2005 and
has now gone on trial charged with
“inciting the subversion of slate sover-
eignty” in articles and comments for
foreign websites,

One of the more controversial cases
in the West was that of Li Zhi, who was
jailed for eight years in December 2003
for “inciling subversion” over online
comments criticising corruption. The
case against him relied-on information
provided by Yahoo!'s Hong Kong sub-
sidiary. A year earlier Yahoo! had pro-
vided information which led 1o the
imprisonmeni of reporter Shi Tao for
“divulging state secrets” by passing on
information about the risks of referring
to the anniversary of the Tiananmen
Square protests lo {oreign websites.

Despite these high profile cases, it
may be a mistake to see blogging as a
major source of concern to the Chinese
authorilies. The cyber-activisl and co-
founder of Global Voices Rebecca
MacKinnon writes regularly about
China on her personal blog, and after a
visit there last November she noted that
“the Chinese blogging scene is very
divided and factionalized”,

MacKinnon believes that “if one
combines the growing online space for
private civic discourse provided by
blogs with a functionally effective sys-
tem of censorship and filtering, the
resull appears to be a recipe for very
gradual, slow evolution — not demo-
cratic revolulion. QOulside observers of
the Internet and politics in China
would do well o focus on the impact
of blogs beyond the narrow scope of
overl political protest and obvious
political change".

Yet even slow change is lo be wel-
comed in China as in any other closed
socicty, and if this comes because indi-
viduals are able to share stories of daily
life and mutual interests rather than
overily criticise the regime, thal may be
a starl.

Full report on the

Keep Broadcasting

Public Conference
inside this issue
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Freedom of speech

The Danish cartoon
controversy

The furore sparked by the
Jyllands-Posten cartoons has
abated but debate on the
issues is still ablaze and
opinions continue to
remain strongly divided

Granville Williams defends
freedom of expression and
freedom of the press

he inlensily of the debale and
I protests, lollowing the publica-
tion of the cartoons published in
the Danish paper Jyllands-Posten on
September 30 2005, has now subsided,
but the issues raised remain. Within
the CPBF, and beyond, there was crili-
cism of the basic position contained in
the stalement we issued on February 3,
2006 (you can find it on the CPBF web-
site).

I want 1o focus specifically on those
crilicisms by people and organisations
on the left who reject arguments, based
on key democratic ideas of ‘froedom of
expression’ and ‘freedom of the press’,
delending the publication of the car-
toons. In the UK the Stop The War
Coalition said: “We believe the central
issue in the present controversy is nol
press freedom bul racism... ‘Pross free-
dom’ is not the question. Those who
wish 1o light for media freedom should
concenirale on the rele of the press in
relailing the government’s lies in the
build-up to the Iraq war, on the govern-
meni's legislative plans to restrict free
speech under the pretext of the ‘war on
terrar’ and on the control of most of
the mass media by a tiny number of big
businesses.”

Decpa Kumar on the Monthly
Review websile MIZine wrole two
pieces which represent this position
very clearly: ‘Danish Cartoons: Racism
Has No Place On The Lelt’ (21/02/06)
and ‘Fighting Islamophopia: A
Response to Critics' (03/04/06).

In her first arlicle she insisled there
was only one response: *...lhere is no
neuiral point in a world characlerised
by racism, wars, and imperialism —
you are either on the side of the
opprossed or oppressor... a ‘lrec
speech’ defence of the racist carloons,
condemning the protesls against them,
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is liboral cover for righl-wing argu-
ments”. In her second piece, a reply to
crilics, she argues that “giving even an
inch to Islamophobia divides us and
weakens our ability to build an effec-
live opposilion to the war in Iraq and
the polential war on Iran”,

I disagree with such responses 1o the
controversy because they downgrade or
dismiss important principles which the
lefi {which I count myself as part of)
should defend. In my view the defence
of freedom of expression and freedom
of the press in no way diminishes our
ability to challenge racism, speak oul
slrongly against the Blair/Bush war on
terror and challenge the demonisalion
of Arabs and Muslims. Il actually
strengthens it.

In my view the defence of
freedom of expression and
freedom of the press in no
way diminishes our ability to
challenge racism...

We do ourselves a disservice il our
response lo controversies, which are a
combustible mix of religion, politics
and censorship, is lo ignore the facts.
For example, lumping the 12 cartoons
together and making parallels with
thase of the German Nazi newspaper,
Der Sturmer and suggesling the
Jyllands-Posten cartoons were in the
same style as the Nazi anti-Semilic car-
loons and caricalures is simply inaccu-
rale. (Deepa Kumar does not do this,
but Lee Sustar does in another US pub-
lication, Infernational Socialist Review,
March/April 2006). The qualily of the
cartoons, and 1ihe themes they
expressed, varied widely. One cartoon,
the bomb in the turban, became the
particular focus for anger.

Cartoons are often about eliciting
strong responses {rom newspaper read-
ers. The cartoons were published in a
conservative newspaper, as parl ol spe-
cific Danish debate concerning self-
censorship, following the difficulty
Danish writer Kare Bluitgen claimed lo
have oxperienced in linding arlists to
illustrale a children's book about
Muhammad. Flemming Rose, the cul-
tural edilor ol fyllands-Posten, conlacl-
ad 40 carloonists and asked lhem to
draw the prophet as they saw him. The

The cartoons led to worldwide protests

12 cartoons he received were published
wilh an article on self-censorship and
freedom of expression. The cartoons,
through the globalising power of the
internel, have become available world-
wide, whereas the article, writlen in a
language undersiood by five million
people, has had parlial exposure. The
coniroversy has resulted in deaths, vio-
lence and the arrest of seven journalists
and editors in Jordan, Algeria and
Yemen for printing the cartoons.

The CPBF slatement said “charges of
offence and blasphemy should not be
deptoyed to curtail freedom of expres-
sion...restrictions on freedom of
expression which privilege certain
ideas and belicfs cannot be justified”.

The history of the siruggle in the UK
for the freedom of the press in the 19th
cenlury, as Joss Marsh's Word Crimes
demaonstrales, was also about the strug-
gle againsl blasphemy laws. Socialists
in the 21st century should be arguing
for the abelition of all blasphemy laws
and not, as some do. supporting New
LEabour’s Incilement to Racial and
Religious Halred Bill because the UK
British National Party leader, Nick
Griffin, would be in gaol if the law had
been in force at the time of his recent
trial.

The controversy has certainly made
me more aware thal there is not one
single global definition of freadom of
expression, Different viewpoints and
cullures need to be respecied, bul the
basic core issues still remain: [reedom
of expression, the right 1o publish and
the right 1o offend have to be defined.

Links
Monthly Review website

http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org
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The need for
context

By Des Freedman

he most imperiant thing to bear
I in mind concerning the fyllands-
Posien cartoons is conlext, Both
the original publication of the cartoons
and the campaign in conservalive
nowspapers (o re-prini them took place
in the context of increasing attacks on
Muslims and on 'Islamic culture’ that
have followed 9/11 and the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq. Arguments and
statemenis that marginalise this context
in favour of an absolute right to free
speech risk playing into the hands of
those who are interested neither in
press freedom nor social justice.

Jvllands-Posten is not an innocent
party in this controversy but an active
parlicipanl in fomenling a political cul-
ture in Denmark that is systematically
antli-immigrant and has led to the elec-
toral success of the Danish People’s
Party (for whom a hall to immigration
is a key demand).

People whao are genuinely interested
in freedom of speech would do betler
to confront those governmentis whao
have stepped up their attacks on press
frecedom as pari of anti-terror laws
rather than focusing on an incident that
was deliberately designed 1o provoke
Muslims in the current political cli-
mate. FThese were not playful carloons

Improving cultural
communication

The following is an excerpt
from a submission made to
the CPBF's online
discussion forum

By Ibrahim Nawar

he anger in the Muslim world

I may be seen as nonsense by some
people or groups in the Wesl.
They are mistaken. This Muslim anger
has its own ground and will not be
stopped by more confrontation. On the
other hand, angry Muslims should
know exactly whal they are heading
for. Is it Tor a holy war? Is il for
revenge? Or is it for justice that may be
achieved by sincere apology and a gen-
uine understanding ol Islam in the
Wesl? Istam is a religion of lolerance
nol revenge and Muslims are a people

Freedom of speech

but racist images that play on images of
Muslims as terrorists that are already
far loo prevalent in the media.

We should further ask whether thero
is an absolute and irrevocable right lo
freedam ol speech? Was it really a
boosl to free speech that the leader of
the British National Party Nick Griffin
was (thus far) acquilled on charges of
inciting racial hatred? Are we really
saying that there is an equivalent situa-
tion concerning, for example, the civil
rights situation of Christians and
Muslims in this country?

It seems to me the issue being
raised is precisely not about
freedom of expression but
about the extension of
Islamophobia across Europe

The argument about a principled
support for freedom of speech in any
circumslances ignores the queslion of
power. Muslims and non-Muslims are
not afforded the same power in many
European states just as many of the
voices championing free speech in the
press are vastly better resourced and
connected than some of the poaresl and
most detached poople in these coun-
tries. As Onora O'Neill wrote in The
Guardian on February 13: “Conferring
the same freedom of expression on
more powerful organisalions, including
media organisalions, is now less easily
justified. Once we take account of the
power of the media, we are not likely to
think that they should enjoy uncondi-

of peace not of suicide bombs. Muslim
councils, intellectuals, media organisa-
tions in Burope should play a role in
presenting the true Islam to the people
in the West. Western media, schools
and universities also have an important
role in educating people about Islam.
There is a lot to be done in opening the
gate of dialogue between the Muslim
and the Western civilizations on the
basis of respect of their differences and
the promotion of the supreme human
values of freedom fraternity and Justice.

In the Arab world the crisis of the
Danish cartoons has taken its toll. At
least throe newspapers have been pun-
ished for publishing the cartoons. Two
newspaper editors in Jordan have been
sacked and a head of TV news in
Algeria  has been suspended.
Journalists should not be punished if
their inlenlions were to inform cilizens
about these carloons. If there was any
wrongdoing, then it should be deall
with through courls not by administra-
tive orders.

The most praclical question now is
“what should be done next?” Muslims
have the right to be angry aboul the
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tional freedom of expression. We do
not think corporations should have
unresiricted rights to invent their bal-
ance sheets, or governments to..,
deceive their electorates. Yel contempo-
rary liberal readings of the right to free
speech often assume thal we can safely
accord the same freedom of expression
to the powerless and the powerful”.

Il seems Lo me the issue being raised
is precisely not aboul freedom of
expression but about the extension of
Islamophobia across Europe in the con-
text of a sustained political attack on
Muslim communities. To simply talk
about rights to free speech WITHOUT
acknowledging the context is danger-
ously abstract.

The decision in British newspapers
not to publish the cartoons does nal
show restraint and ‘common sense’ bul
nervousness in the face of likely oppo-
sition. I am aware there is a tradition of
racist Islamophaobic carloons and arti-
cles in the British press but do we real-
ly want new cartoons to be published
in order for the press to be seen as con-
sistent? There is a distinclion between
the right to publish (which should not
be subject 1o government diktat) and
the tactical decision to publish.

At a lime when we in the CPBF
should be trying to broaden our links
with others in the movement and pub-
licise our own Government's clamp-
down on free speech, we should make
it clear that we condemn those who
have taken the decision to publish the
cartoons in the name of ‘{ree speech’
and declare our opposition to those
who atlempt Lo slir up racial hatred on
minorily groups who are already facing
vilification and discrimination.

Danish cartoons. Their anger turned to
deep frustration when many Western
newspapers republished the images.
As this anger may deepen and become
more profound all actions that pro-
voke Muslims should be siopped.
Jyllands Posten should use one of its
pages for a dialogue with the Muslim
community in Denmark and Muslims
all over the world, If the Muslim
Council of Denmark wishes to take the
paper to court, it should do so, Angry
Muslims should make their demands
clear and pursue the right way to
achieve their aims. They may demand
more than an apology. This anger,
though legitimate, should not contin-
ue forever.

The crisiz of the Danish carloons
has proved the need for a real under-
standing and dialogue between dilfer-
ent cullures living side by side in
European countries. Since 9/11 there
has been a lot of falk about achieving
better understanding between people
from different cultures, Little has been
done in that respect. There are extrem-
ists on both sides, don't give them a
chance 1o dictale our future.
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Conference report

Keeping broadcasting public

On Saturday 1 April the
CPBF, TUC and Federation of
Entertainment Unions held
a conference in London to
discuss the future of the
BBC after publication of the
Government White Paper.
Mick Gosling, Chair of the
NUJ Press and PR branch
reports on the events and
highlights of the day

['4 o wanl the licence fee 1o acl
as venlure capital for cre-
ative talent and nowhere is

this clearer than in the BBC's invest-
ment in training and research and
development.,” Well it was April Fools
Day, but the confusing commenl o
James Purnell MP, minister for creative
industries and tourism did not amuse
union delegates and academic special-
ists at a conference on the new BBC
Charter organised by the TUC,
Federation of Entertainment Unions
and the CPPF.

Indeed, the creeping commercialisa-
tion and privatisation of the BBC ran
through the recurrent themes of the
day: the Window for Creative
Competition (WOCC), the growing role
of Ofcom, the democratic accountabili-
ty of the proposed new BBC Trust, and

who will fund the switchover from ana-
logue Lo digital and the threats and pos-
sible opportunities that the Charler
rencwal process may still offer.

Al present Lhe BBC has lo give oul 25
per cent of ils production to independ-
ent companies. WOCC puts a further 25
per cenl up lor grabs, guaranteeing only
50 per cenl in-house production by the
BBC. Prolessor Georgina Born, author
of Uncerlain Vision, a study of the BBC,
said the establishment by BBC Direclor
General Mark Thompson and Chairman
Michael Grade of the WOCC will “go
down as a sign of appeasement” and “a
sacrificial lamb 1o government.”

“The key to the White Paper
appears in Tessa Jowell's
foreword where she asks:

‘how can the BBC be a strong
broadcaster with universal
reach while not stifling
innovation elsewhere, or
using its unique advantages
to compete with others?' “
Professor Torm O'Malley

The conference was addressed by Broadcasting Minister James Purnell

4 March-April 2006 Free Press

Like Professor Born, Professar Tom
O’Malley of the CPBF saw the creation
of WOCC as a restraint and not a spur
to fulure creative innovation from the
corporalion. The White Paper offered
“no data, on what the impact of this
will be on the BBC's long term skills
base, and on what the impact of this
weakening of the skills base will have
an crealivity and innovation,” he said.
Thal base can only be built on continu-
ity. Likening the WOCC to the opera-
tion of the Private Finance Initiative in
other areas of public service, il was a
means of diverting public resources
into privale hands.

Caroline Thomson, BBC Strategy
Director and Executive Board Member
confirmed that natural hislory pro-
grammes were all produced in-house
and this would make it more likely that
the independents would pick up the
entertainment side of the schedule.

As Bernie Carbett, general sccretary
of the Writers Guild, pointed out, if you
added these programmes to long run-
ning shows like Eastenders, Holby City,
Dactors, Casualty and Judge John Deed,
*it will mean thal anything more inno-
vative like a one-off play or lwo-parters
will have 1o be produced by the inde-
pendents, there will be nothing left in
the BBC for in-house production.”

Corbett was not oplimistic that the
independents would rise to such a
challenge suggesting that their track
record tends loward the game show
and cheap comedy end of the market.

Presideni of BECTU Tony Lennon
said thal Caroline Thomson had
defined the White Paper as a victory for
the BBC but the run up to its publica-
tion had secn the corporation undergo-
ing ils grealest upheaval in history.
“The BBC has been lefl in a demor-
alised stale with the cutbacks. They've
done this to win the White Paper and
10 years of existence,” said Lennon,

He warned that producers are saying
that if they need to “buy in 50 per cent
of content they will not be able to take
a crealive and innovaltive role.” As a
sign of the growing tendency to privati-
salion, Lennon quated how the BBC
had handed over technical training to a
company thal does not know how 1o
train, namely Capita. Meanwhile, the
company that awned BBC studios irom
the Manchester Ship Canal lo the
English Channel had been sold off.
Leanon asked: “What does that say
about the BBC’s commitment to lrain-
ing?”

And what of the growing role of
Ofcom? Professor O'Malley saw the
White Paper becoming a potential
straitjacket via which Ofcom would

ensurc lhat the BBC was penalised to
the benefit of its commercial competi-
tors. Yet the point is thal most of the
important proposals in the White Paper
are based on an assumption that the
BBC will, not does —"unfairly” compete
with others.

He cited the role of Ofcom in the
market testing of new services, though
whether they were rolled out or not
would in the final analysis remain the
decision of the proposed BBC Trust. He
noted that Ofcom was insisting on a
review of public financing after five
years of the new charter.

It's easy enough lo criticise the exist-
ing system of governance at the BBC.
James Parnell did so, describing the
present role of the Board of Governors
as acting as defendant, jury and courl
ol appeal.

However, Professor Born also saw
problems with the concepl of the Trust.
She pointed out that the problem with
the Governors in the past was their lack
of knowledge of how the inlernal struc-
ture of the BBC operaled. This igno-
rance had, particularly under John Birt,
led to tendencies like casualisation and
commercialisation taking place without
many governors' knowledge. She said:
“What is needed is an accountable
managemenl to crealive stall.”

Focusing on the concept of knowl-
edge as power Professor Born suggested
the Trust needed a research function
into the work of the BBC and said:.
*Who will trust members be? Why is
there no new independent cross parly
appointmenls panel?”

TUC general secretary Brendan
Barber wenlt further, stressing the new
system of governance should provide
for “1he voices of working people to be
heard.” Purnell said: “We agree with
the trade vwnions that Trust membership
should be made up of the varied and
the good, nat just the great and good.”

Just how varied remains an open
question. “For all the rhetoric on
accountability, il is about accountabili-
ly to commercial competitors not
licence fec payers,” said Professor
O'Malley, who called for the removal of
Ofcom from BBC affairs and the rein-
statement of 1he wider public interest
into the White Paper. That would
require a very different Trusl indeed!

Then ceme the vexed question of the
switchover from analogue to digital.
The minister emphasised the henefit to
the BBC and those licence payers who
presently only have analogue accoss.
“At prosent people withoul access 1o
digital are having lo pay for it,” said
Parnell. The minister declared that the
process to decide the licence fee will be
“{he most open and robusl ever.”

Whal many participants wanted lo
know was, who would pay? There were
clear concerns expressed as lo how
much of the cost of the switchover will
be funded from the licence lee.

Conference report

From left ta right - Tony Lenncn , Jeremy Dear and Professors O'Malley and Born

Thomson canfirmed the BBC is
looking for “enough funds to deliver in
the next 10 years what the White Paper
provides the basis to achieve.” She con-
firmed that the switchover could not be
done on the licence fee based on infla-
lion raie level rises.

The minister had remained tight-
lipped throughout regarding possibie
licence fee increases and, bearing in
mind his reference to the licence fee as
venlure capital for the creative develop-
ment of the UK, delegates had every
reason la be concerned.

Professor Born was heavily critical of
the role of Ofcom — which she claimed
was “slaffed by ex-Downing Slreel
insiders™ and “epitomised New Labour
thinking” and its demand for a review
public financing in five years time. She
called for commercial broadcasters to
be required to coniribute to the cost of
the switchover to digital broadcasting.

Journalist Victoria Brittain expressed
her hope that if there were a grassrools
revolt in favour of ring fencing public
service broadcasting thal there might be
a backlash against the general tendency
toward dumbing down in the media.

Granville Williams of the Campaign
for Press and Broadcasling Freedom
believes lhere is still a real Fulure for
public interest broadcasting. He said: 1
don't see il disappearing in an apoca-
lyptic way. It will be more a case of
pressure from governmenl and the com-
mercial broadcasters. We need o raise
voices and use energy in an energelic
way lo ensure an independent BBC."”

Labour MP Johin McDonnell, chair of
the all-parly NUJ parliamenlary group
also holds there is still a real chance o
influence the future direclion of the
BBC and public service broadcasting,
He said: “We are in a period of transi-
tion for six to 12 months maximum -
the terrain is notl all mapped oul. We
could get a foot in the door of the pali-
cy nelworks that surround ministers.”

McDonnell said the legacy agenda
and an unsureness as to where individ-
ual ministers would stand under a new

leader meant there was an opportunity
to make an impact.

“Maybe it is time 1o look 1o a limited
campaign, bringing together specific
groups over say 12 months with a spe-
cific agenda to influence ministers on.
Through dialogue with ministers it
could be possible to push back the pri-
vate seclor pressure,” said McDonnell ,
who felt the window of opportunity
was wider regarding the media because
it was less ol a priority for the govern-
ment that say “health, education or
invading other people’s countries.”

Other areas where such a campaign
could gain support included the Welsh
and Scotlish Assemblies, London
Mayar and local government.

NU]J General Secretary Jeremy Dear
welcomed McDonnell’s proposal and
drew parallels between the way the
BBC was now being privatised by
stealth and what has been happening
wilh the health and education services.
He said: “The argument that the market
offers greater choice (o people does not
add up when you study the evidence.”

Dear said the activity of the oppo-
nents of public service broadcasting
over recent months proves there is still
all to play for. “We need an alliance of
consumers, citizens and those who
work in the indusiry. The argument
thal public service has lo be put before
private profit is the long term battle
that has to be won.”

We are walching the slow absorption
of the BBC inlo the commercial sector,
and the transformation of UK broad-
casting towards a markel centred sys-
iem, wilh bits of public service broad-
casting lagged around the edges. We
need to campaign, initially, to reverse
this trend, by arguing for change in the
While Papoer proposals. Only then will
we be able 1o mave forward 1o extend,
democratise and build a diverse public
sorvice sector in the digital age.

With many thanks to Paul Donovan,

Photographs appear courtesy of David
Rotchelle
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Reports

Stealth advertising

Jonathan Hardy examines
Ofcom’s plans for the future
of product placement

uropean regulators are poised to
Epermil product placement in the

new audiovisual Direclive (FP
148, 150). Here, Ofcom has completed a
consultation on ils proposals lo change
the rules which keep programmes {ree
from paid-commercial messages.
Currently only unpaid “prop” supply is
permitted and commercial references
are subject to rules against “undue
prominence”. Ofcom favours permit-
ting product placement (PP) within cer-
tain genres. While il recognises that
such placement will breach the legally
enshrined principle of separation
belween programmes and advertising,
it argues that benefits (new revenue
stream) outweigh risks.

Olcom’s “pre-consultation discus-
sions with stakeholders” did not
involve any consumer or public inler-
est groups. One such group, the
National Consumer Councii has come
oul sirongly against product placement,
describing it as a “stealth adverlising
tactic loo far”, and arguing there is a
“fundamental and irreconcilable gap

Cover-ups, lies
and censorship

n February, the GPBF held a
ILondon conference on secrecy and

censorship. The speakers included
journalist Martin Bright, GCHQ
whistleblower Katharine Gun and
Mark Stephens, a solicilar represenling
Al-Jazeera,

Stephens says thal now Downing
Streel has acknowledged there is a
transcript of the conversalion between
President Bush and Tony Blair — dur-
ing which il is alleged the bombing of
Al-Jazeera's headquarters in Qatar was
discussed — the Government will have
1o publish it.

Stephens has tried 1o access lo the
document via the Freedom of
Information Act, but has had litile sue-
cess. He told the conference that he
had received a call from someone in
the Cabinet Office who told him: “It is
clear the Governmentl will have to
hand this over... but hope to drag this
oul uniil the end of the Bush
Presidency in the hope people think
this is boring and nol relevant... so the
governmen! will continue to fili-
busier.”
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between adverlisers’ ullimale expecta-
tions of product placemenl...and view-
ors’ concerns™. Of the 58 respanses 1o
the consullation, allies such as Voice of
the Lisiener and Viewer and Public
Voice have joined us in opposing the
introduction ol product placement, as
do most individuals who responded.
Even Ofcom’s commissioned research,
wlich was small-scale and flawed,
reveals that 90 per cent of those ques-
tioned were either wary or strongly dis-
approved ol allowing more prominent
and more frequent placements.

The outcome of Ofcom’s “consulla-
tion” with industry is a collusive for-
mula for “evolutionary” change which
most commercial broadcaslers and
advertisers endorse as the best way of
removing the regulatory roadblocks and
deregulaling “in a cautious and pro-
gressive manner in order 1o help the
seclor and the audience lo adjust lo the
change”.

Once abandoned, regulation would
be difficult 1o reimpose, and it is incon-
ceivable that Ofcom, which interprets
its deregulatory mission without much
regard for its countervailing require-
ment lo serve cilizens, would do so, We
argue that Ofcom’s proposals would
breach various requirements of the
Communicalions Act, including pre-

Martin Bright of the New Statesiman
was home affairs editar at The
Observer when he broke Katharine
Gun's story. Gun, who was working at
GCHQ when, in 2003, she revealed
the US was trying to “blackmail or
bully six swing nations to vote for a
second UN resolution to legitimise the
altack on Iraq”

Gun was laler arresied and charged
under the Official Secrets Act for her
disclosures. Her case was subsequenl-
ly dropped. Calling for greater logal
prolection for whistleblowers she
said: “Whistleblawers are our guaran-
lee against dictatorship. We should be
celebrated, not prosecuted.”

Bright defended the publicalion of
leaks, He said: “Publicalion is always
justified. We should not ask why.
Publication is always in the public
interest. My regrel with Katharine
Gun is that we didn’l go more quickly
with the story...Had the American
press reacled more quickly it could
have made a difference to what hap-
pened in Irag.”

Bright said Gun was right 1o defend
hersell on grounds of necessily, He
said: “The test should be real and
immediate harm o public
life...Katharine acted to save human
life.”

venting “misleading” advertising.
Permitting PP would fatally undermine
broadcast advertising rules. All the
elforts in the advertising code to pre-
vent brand associations which may be
damaging in various ways {cars and
speed, alcohol or cigarette and sexual
allure, “junk” food promotion to chil-
dren) are much less enforceable in pro-
gramme conlent,

In fact, promoters would have incen-
lives lo evade advertising restrictions,
broadcasters and producers would have
incenlives lo attract PP, and advertising
rules would be inconsistenily applied
and so undermined. Recent research by
the US Instilute of Medicine, for
instance, found thal companies pro-
moling unhealthy food and drink were
increasingly targeting children through
product placement, as well as other
means.

Ofcom and the EU are rushing to
allow commercial integration just as
calls grow in America for effective reg-
ulation to ensure transparency and pro-
lect editorial integrity.

Here, the proponents of product
placement are preparing the ground.
We have a potentially powerful coali-
tion stretching across civil society
groups and commanding public sup-
porl. Bui this will need to be vocal, and
stralegic, over the coming months. Qur
response 1o the consultation is avail-
able at www.cpbf.org.uk . Please get in
touch via the office il you wanl more
information or il you can help us.

No sale for Northdiffe
By Tim Gopsill

he Daily Mail group surprised

I the City in February when it

suddenly called a halt to the sale

of its highly profitable Northcliffe

Newspapers chain of provincial

papers. The company said the highest

offer il had, of £1.3 billion, was oo
low.

It didn’t surprise the hard-pressed
staflf, however, who had suspected it
was a smart move lo further tighten
the screws on cosls and staffing.
Indeed, two weeks laler it announced
il was doubling the cost-cutling target
of its “Aim Higher” project

Originally the cutbacks, known as
“Aim, Iire!” lo the group’s journalists,
was projecled lo save £20 million a
year by the end of 2006. Now that tar-
get is £45 million; already £22 million
has been cul.

Northeliffe said it planned 1o “sig-
nificantly increase” its regional online
operation and boost the revenues gen-
erated by internct customers bul capi-
tal expendilure is 10 be cut by 20 per
cenl over the next two years.

Reports and reviews

Current affairs and

Ofcom

By Patricia Holland

he current affairs genre has rarely

I felt itself to be secure on UK tole-

vision — and the digital future
promises even groaler uncerlainty.

Even so, Ofcom, the
Communications regulator, is sanguine
aboul the state of current affairs. Their
rescarch, revealed at a March seminar,
shows a rise in programmes which
“increase our understanding of the
world through news, infermation and
analysis ol current evenls and ideas”,
and alsa an increase in the total hours
such programmes are viewed. There is
a similar picture for non-networked
programmes in the nations and regions,
Bul despite the bland reassurances
there was a considerable sense of
uncase amangst the television execu-
lives and commissioners gathered in
Ofcom's riverside palace,

As Roger Ballon, chairing the event,
put it, there has always been a tension
between what Lthe audience wants and
what it needs — in other words
between programmes which will max-
imise audiences, and those thal oughl
to be available in a democracy which
depends on the circulation of reliable
information. (And he should know. As
an ex-editlar of Tonight, Punorama and
This Week, he has done his [air share of
circulating information that audiences
didn’t know they wanted until they got
it — much of which caused consider-
able upsel to those in positions of
power).

Current alfairs has regularly been
under attack in the television sched-
ules. Channel conirollers dont like il,
they say, because it loses ratings. When
a broadcasier is under pressure, current
alfairs is the firsl to go. But, as another
ex-cditor of Panorama, Steve Hewlett,
pointed oul, when Direclor General
John Birt insulated it from the rest of
the BBC output, it became dull and lost
viewers. Currenl affairs needs the chal-
lenge of competing for audience atlen-
tion. Historically, on the commercial
channels, it has flourished when its
producing companies were confidenl
and prospering, and when, al the same
time, it was prolected by the regulator
ol the day.

And there is the crunch. To what
extent is Ofcom either willing or able 1o
prolect the genre? Since il was set up
by the 2003 Communications Act, with
overseeing UK television as anly part of

it broader remit, Ofcom has needed to
balance what it sces as ils main pur-
pose — 1o de-regulate, with the require-
ment lo supporl and strengthen public
service broadcasting — in other words
1o regulate, Against ils instincts, its job
is 10 make sure that public values are
nol overridden by commercial ones.
Despite is stated aversion to “box tick-
ing”, this has boiled down to a require-
ment for certain iconic genres to be
present on those channels it describes
as “Public service broadcasters™ (or,
rather dismissively, as “PSBs"} — cur-
real affairs being one of them. Which is
why, for their lirst six montlhly review
of “public service” programmes, Ofcom
has been reviewing current affairs,

But their smugness will prabably be
shari-lived. For ane thing, only the ler-
restrial broadcasters were given public
service obligalions. Salellile and pay-
per-view are exempl — and these are
the channels which are glecfully
marching lowards the uncertain future.
Nick Pollard, Head of Sky News, quol-
ed his boss James Murdoch: “We're in
the contenl and delivery business —
wo're not a lelevision channel. We put
any conlent on any mediuvm =from
compuler screens lo 3G phones.” 1t
was a lorclasle of what could happen
across the channels come analogue
swilch off,

For George Entwislle, the BBC's new
Head of Current Affairs, the big change
will come nat with digital switch over
itself, but as its effecis develop “and
lincar contenl gives way to on-
demand”. The BBC, he predicts, will
no longer run a bunch of channels, bul
will pul additional programmes up on
servers, which can then be downloaded
by viewers, as and when (and if) they
lancy.

Bul the most exlreme prediction
came {rom Kevin Carey, of lhe Ofcom
Contenl Board, lor whom television
itsell, in its traditional form, is on the
way oul. When convergence is {olal
and channels no longer exist, he
declared, regulation will become
impossible, Already, I'TV is slipping
beyond the regulalor’s reach as its ler-
restrial licences lose their value, and it
is forced lo compele for adverlising rev-
enue as well as for audiences with an
ever-expanding number of commercial
channels [ree from any public obliga-
lion.

in such a scenario, what happens to
the range, the scope and the impor-
tance of well informed and powerful
journalism? “The public” — at least
those consulied in Ofcom’s focus
groups — were clear thal they both
needoed and appreciated factual content
— although thoy made litile distinction
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between news and current affairs. So
can “long form™ journalism — pro-
grammes which sel out to fill in the
background, analyse, challenge and
invesligale — in other words, tradition-
al current affairs — possibly survive?
And will Ofcom find the will — and
the method — 1o protect them in the
future? The question was lelt hanging
in the air.

The Angry Buzz: This Week
and Current Affairs
Television by Patricia
Holland Published by
|.B.Taurus £14.99

By Granville Williams

at Holland takes the title of her
P new study from an evocalive com-

ment by Professor Sylvia Harvey:
“We need the angry buzz of current
affairs”, The problem is that aparl from
the Dispuatches strand on Channel 4
there is precious little of il around.
Even the BBC's flagship Panaorama is
battered, losing direction and impact.

An introductory chapier makes two
imporlant points. One is that “the lile
of This Week spans the decades in
which broadcasting in the UK gave pri-
ority to public service principles” but
the second point is that current affairs
television on ITV required programme
makers to think about the audience.
This created conlicting pressures
between commercial and non-commer-
cial aims, between making accessible
programmes and serious journalism,
and so on. “Al ils most successful, the
series was able to hold these conflicling
pressures in balance and develop pow-
erful journalism for a very broad audi-
cnce” Pat Holland argues,

The Angry Buzz lakes us through the
various phases in This Week's life from
1956 unii 1992, The value of the book
lies in the reconstruclion of This
Week's contribution to ITV current
affairs programming. The chapters on
Northern Ireland are a painful reminder
of the pressures on broadcaslers who
wantled to report on the conflicl.
Another chapter deals with Death on
the Rock. As she points out, the pro-
gramme, broadcasl in April 1988, “led
to the biggest row of the decade and ils
reverberations shook the television
world”. The chapler gives a clear
overview of the events (including the
shameful role of the Murdoch press).

The Angry Buzz is excellent, written
in a clear, accessible style. It deserves
lo be widely read and discussed
because the issues the book raises
remain absolutely relevant to contem-
porary broadcasting policy debaies.
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BBC censorship?

BBC backtracks on promise
to publish all submissions
to their Israeli-Palestinian
Impartiality Review.

hen the BBC's Governors
announced the setting up of
the Israeli-Palestinian

Impartiality review, they invited writ-
ten submissions and said that all sub-
missions would be published along-
side the report of the Independent
Panel.

Alan Hart, formerly an I'TN and
Panocrama reporter and the author of
Zionism: The Real Enemy of the Jews,
was among those who accepted the
BBC's assurance in a good faith and
submitted a 30-page document, which
he put together in consultation with a
number of former BBC peaple. Alan
was subsequently invited to give oral
evidence lo the Independent Panel. He
has now been informed that a decision
has heen taken not to publish any sub-
missions.

Says Alan: “The reason given for not
publishing any submissions — ‘con-
cern about the defamalory nature of
some of the material’ (not mine) — is
plain silly. The only term that comes
into my mind to explain this BBC
volte-face is censorship. The BBC is, of
course, insisting that it's ‘not censor-
ship’ and that the decision ‘was not
taken under pressure from anywhere.'
Watch this space.”

CPBF AGM

Saturday 8 July 10.00am - 1.00pm
{Registration and coffee from 9.30am)
NUJ Headquarters
308 Gray's Inn Road,

Kings Cross
London WC1
{Nearest train/tube Kings
Cross/Thameslink)

For further details contact the CPBF
national Office or visit the web site
at www.cpbf.org.uk

Levellers Day

cvellers Day is an event being
Lheld in Warwick Hall Garden,
Burford, Oxfordshire on May 20.

Speoakers include: Tony Benn, Karen
Chouhan, Darcus Howe, Salma Yaqoob,
chaired by Firoze Manji.

Enlertainment, includes: Pressgang,
Leon Rosselson, Robb Johnson and Red
Rose Folk Band,

Tickets: All day £10/£6 concessions,
pm only, £7.50/£5 concessions.
Available online from www.wegottick-
ets.com. For information, contact:Anne
Lyons01865 727731 marlox@btinter-
net.com ar see www.levellers.org.uk

8 CPBF news

Reporting torture

ainstream media coverage of
Mlhe recenl “extraordinary ren-

dition" controversy shows that
dominant myths surrounding British
uses of torture are “alive and well”,
accarding to Prolessor John Tulloch, of
the University of Lincoln.

In the latest issue of Ethical Space:
The Internalional Journal of
Cominunication Ethics, Tulloch argues
that “the comforting myth for the
British and their leader writers is thal
lorture was and is something done by
other people”.

Following an in-depth analysis of
UK national daily and weekly newspa-
pers’ coverage of the CIA torture flights
during December 2005, Tulloch con-
cludes: “Although the explicit advoca-
cy of torture still remains largely out-
side the pale, many editorial discus-
sions alluded to moral ambiguity, and
implicitly entertained the possibility
that, in an imperfect world, there were
circumstances in which torture was
understandable, even if condonable,
and something that should be done by
morally inferior others. In this very
British assumption of moral superiori-
ty, the dirty work of empire conlinues.”

Ethical Space is available from the
editor, Prof Richard Keeble, University
of Lincoln, School of Journalism,
Brayford Pool, Linceln LNG 7TS; £5.
The {irst volume of ES.has just been
published by Troubador as a book,
Communication Ethics Today; see
http://www.lroubador.co.uk/book_info.
asp?fhookid=296
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