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Section 1.1 

The National Union Of Journalists organises the majority of journalists in the UK with 40,000 members throughout the media in: broadcasting, new media, national newspapers and agencies, magazines, freelance, book, public relations and so on. We have a substantial membership in the television industry and therefore the NUJ ytakes a keen interest in the revision of the Television Without Frontiers Directive that has been brought forward by the European Commission.

Section 1.2: The DCMS consultation documents

The DCMS in this consultation process has concentrated upon the negative consequences for the broadband providers and internet-related audiovisual content suppliers if any attempt were made by the revised Directive to extend its scope to these services. As a result of this emphasis is placed on the need for self-regulation for such non-linear services, thus enabling them to be creative without prescriptive guidelines on content and other restrictions on this sectors’ operations. The alternatve to this being assumed to be the relocating of audio-visual services outside the countries of the European Union. 

The NUJ fears that such an emphasis tends to ‘crowd out’ central issues to be addressed by regulation of the media such as: 

· The central role of public service broadcasting in this process in its role of informing, educating and entertaining the public, independent of political and commercial pressures

· The need for the media to play a didactic and educational role in the promotion of social consciousness and cohesion; 

· The potentiality for the erosion of the media’s independence from commercial interest, thus posing the threat to objectivity in the audiovisual sector as a result of the acceptance of the legitimacy of product placement that has been proposed. 

· Overall and over arching our points is the strong contention that an overall emphasis of the role of the public as citizens and stakeholders must take primacy over the commercial concerns of the media companies themselves. This point is equally pertinent to the overall posture that has been taken in the in Section 1.3.

Section 1.3

The promotion of the standpoint taken by the DCMS in the Audiovisual Media Services Draft Directive: Opinions and Recommendations from Stakeholders in the UK (April 2006) is strongly reflected here. This policy standpoint draws heavily on the positions that have been taken by Ofcom, as well the Broadband Stakeholders Group (BSG) and the high-tech trade group, Intellect.

The NUJ would strongly advocates that the DCMS initiate a much closer dialogue on overall strategic orientation  between the Department and the broad organisations of civil society that have an interest in these matters. 

Such a process of dialogue could only strengthen the consultation process in between government and people and would serve to shift the emphasis away from commercial concerns toward the concerns of citizenship and social cohesion and development.

Section 2.2: Widening the scope of the directive 

It is increasingly recognised  that a shift has begun, and will continue, to a situation in which, ever more increasingly ‘on demand’ television will be watched on mobile handsets and on the internet. The NUJ therefore believes that it is essential to include audiovisual programming that is received in such hitherto non-conventional ways within the scope of the directive. In such circumstances the fourth option is the best way to proceed, which ensures  regulations over these services but provides for a lighter touch than the regulation that is provided to more television that is transmitted and received in the more traditional way. 

Section 2.4: Product placement

The NUJ is totally opposed to any proposals to relax the prohibition of product placement. Our opposition tp product placement the key principles of:

1. Editorial independence which, in turn, help to promote and ensure integrity and objectivity. Any dependency of the editorial aspects of programming on commercial interests can only serve to corrupt, or, at the very best, be seen to corrupt, the integrity of the programme content.

2. Transparency: it is an imperative for the public to be able to trust  the audiovisual services that they receive. An obstacle to the integrity of programming would be an obscuring of the selling environment to the point at which the viewing public are totally unaware of its presence. 

3. The separation between editorial and advertising in order to ensure that the two areas are explicitly recognisable to the viewer. Where such clarity is obscured by the nature of the audiovisual media itself, then explicit guidance should be given by the service providers in order to assist the user in differentiating between the two distinct areas of activity. 

Indeed the NUJ is already concerned about the existing failure to  differentiate between programme content and commercial operations. This creeping merger is increasingly taking the form of the sponsorship of regional news, in the form of competitions such as ‘win a holiday’ which in that instance would serve to promote a particular travel agent or airline company. Another example of this blurring of editorial and commercial activity are the programmes that use phone in competitions, in the form of a quiz type activity to maximise alternative streams of revenue.

The permitting of product placement will only serve further to erode the differentiation between editorial content, on the one hand, and advertising and commercial activities, on the other.

We contend that rather than allowing a more permissive situation on such matter, greater regulation is required in order to facilitate objectivity and integrity in the content of programming.

Conclusion

The NUJ would urge the DCMS to think again about the greater commercial freedoms that  are being advocated. It should do so by engaging in a wider consultation with the multiplicity of interested  parties in civil society that would serve to give greater emphasis to serve the public primarily as citizens, over and above their status as consumers.
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