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The production and circulation of independent, quality 
news is a hallmark of democratic societies, with a complex 
history of commercial practices, regulatory controls and 
technological innovation. The demise of the existing 
business model of the local and regional press, and of 
broadcast news in the regions, together with the struggle 
for survival of many national newspapers, demands a 
critical consideration of what the public wants news for and 
how it can be delivered. 

The role of the media in all its forms is a key factor in 
enabling citizen participation in public debate, increasing 
effective public engagement with government and other 
public institutions, expanding the public sphere and the 
range and type of voices within it and, ultimately, enhancing 
democracy. The news media have a particular role to play 
in monitoring the political public sphere, holding those 
in power to account, and facilitating and maintaining 
deliberation amongst the public. 

However, the news media are beset with problems: 
newspaper circulation and readership levels are at an 
all-time low; there has been a tremendous growth in the 
number of news outlets available – including the advent of, 
and rapid increase in, free newspapers, the emergence of 
24-hour television news, and the popularisation of online 
and mobile platforms; a decline in advertising revenue 
combined with increased investment in new media 
technologies: and consequent cuts in personnel. All have 
had a negative impact on journalism (Freedman, 2009). 
Local and international news production, regarded as 
commercially unviable, have both suffered. The Newspaper 
Society notes that 101 local newspapers closed down 
between January and August 2009 in the UK. The 
depreciation of the current business model, together with 
increasing commercial pressures, are devaluing the pursuit 
of journalism that is in the public interest and, in particular, 
journalism that relies on original news gathering and 
investigative reporting. 

In this environment, journalists are being thrust into news 
production more akin to cannibalisation than the craft of 
journalism – as they need to fill more space and at greater 
speed, and although they have improved access to stories 
and sources online, though they talk less to their sources 
(both the elite and the non-elite such as civil society 
associations). Ready-made fodder from tried and tested 
sources is easier than dealing with user-generated content 
and the massive amount of online information (Phillips, 2009). 

Commercial imperatives, too, mean that rationalisation 
and marketisation take precedence over democratic 
objectives in a way that has resulted in an homogenisation 
of content. Analysis of the content of mainstream online 
news further reveals that much of it is the same: news 
organisations often cover stories from the same angles and 
different news organisations repeatedly present the same 
information in their stories (Redden and Witschge, 2009).

Faced with the increasing homogenisation of news content, 
the role of civil society associations in bringing diversity of 
viewpoints and challenging normative understandings has 
never been more important. The digital age has brought 
with it increased possibilities for civil society associations 
to campaign and publicise their work. However, resources 
have become more, rather than less important (as many 
new media evangelists claimed they would). Many large 
and well-resourced civil society associations have been 
able to respond to a media-saturated environment by 
employing trained professional journalists in press and 
public relations offices. The resource-poor, however, find it 
much harder to keep up with changes in technology and 
the explosion of news space, and much harder to stand 
out amidst the countless voices online that all compete for 
journalists’ attention. Furthermore, the increased pressures 
on journalists to fill the expanded space for news in 
record time, combined with the pressures on civil society 
associations to maximise news coverage, result in many 
feeling compelled to provide material that conforms to 
established journalistic norms and values, diminishing their 
ability to advocate on particular causes and issues in their 
communications. 

Executive summary

The role of the media in all its forms 
is a key factor in enabling citizen 
participation in public debate, increasing 
effective public engagement with 
government and other public institutions, 
expanding the public sphere and the 
range and type of voices within it and 
ultimately enhancing democracy.



Protecting the news: Civil society and the media              Goldsmiths

Commission of Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland
Supplementary report: Democratising media ownership and content

www.futuresforcivilsociety.org

5 

In this context, protecting and enhancing a diversity of 
media content is ever more vital. Even though there is 
now a plethora of media outlets, and citizens and civil 
society groups can publish media content more easily 
than ever, there still is a significant threat to pluralism given 
the domination of a limited number of organisations that 
control the flow of news and the contours of public debate. 
Citizen media may be growing but it is still overshadowed 
by the major international news organisations. With a 
strong market position, and extensive and established 
news production infrastructure, the news organisations 
have responded to the new climate by investing heavily 
in online platforms. They have capitalised on their market 
dominance and brand loyalty and increased their audience 
share online. This audience, however, is increasingly 
disinclined to pay for its news and is more likely to seek 
out only those fragments that are of particular interest 
to it. Nonetheless, UK citizens predominantly use sites 
that are run by existing news providers, further asserting 
the already-significant dominance of the major players 
(Ofcom, 2007). Furthermore, web searching tends to send 
more users to the most popular sites in a ‘winners take all 
pattern’ (Hindman 2009: 132), while, according to research 
by Ofcom of the top ten news websites ranked by unique 
user, four were run by internet-based organisations. These 
were Google News (a news aggregator site that produces 
none of its own content), Yahoo! News, AOL News, and 
MSN News: all sites that rely almost entirely on news 
agency reports (House of Lords, 2008a). It seems increasingly 
likely that the voices on the web will be dominated by the 
larger, more established news providers, limiting yet again 
possibilities for increased pluralism.

As a small group of owners dominates the news media and 
can shape public debate and political opinion, regulation 
of media ownership is an important means of influencing 
media content. Few opportunities exist, however, for 
alternative and critical positions to be expressed in the 
regulation policy process. A number of civil society 
associations try to influence regulation, but they are almost 
always excluded from the main meetings between policy-
makers and stakeholders and there are no guaranteed 
ways in which their responses can be incorporated. 

The authors of this report suggest a number of ways in 
which civil society associations can play a role in ensuring 
a healthy diversity of viewpoints and arenas for dissent in 
the media: 

•	 Their role can include both direct media production/
co-production or ownership. Partnerships between civil 
society associations and both commercial and non-
commercial news ventures have been a productive 

way to increase involvement in media production while 
increasing the number of voices represented in the 
media. Such partnerships should be based on the 
pursuit of specific public interest goals and the drawing 
up of agreed procedures including, for example, an 
understanding of journalists’ access to, and media 
representation of, locally-originated civil society 
association content, and the provision of adequate 
funding and training for civil society association media 
producers. The authors of this report also propose 
a form of tax incentive in the case of local mergers, 
or joint operations, that increase relations with civil 
society in order to facilitate and maintain levels of news 
coverage in the public interest. To further the creation 
and distribution of public service content, it is important 
that such partnerships involve actors not previously 
part of the dominant media sphere and thus actively 
seek to increase media plurality. This should also 
mean that both the dominant media provider and the 
more marginal organisation share and cross-promote 
content: for example, the BBC could further promote 
and disseminate material produced by civil society 
associations and community media, as well as make 
resources and material available to them.

 Civil society associations have, of course, been 
successful in launching their own media outlets or acting 
in partnership with hyper-local (meaning local news at a 
community level) media initiatives of online community 
news and information. These provide a valuable 
addition to the media landscape and stimulate local 
engagement and action but they are difficult to maintain. 
Even though the internet can provide opportunities for 
small-scale local and global independent journalism and 
commentary, it is not the free and easy option many 
claim it to be. If we want to have sustainable structures 
for media pluralism that can encourage continuity and 
build expertise, as well as engaged audiences, we must 
also consider ways in which to fund them. 

•	 The role of civil society associations can also extend to 
ensuring there is an infrastructure for a plurality of media 
and that the media are regulated in the public interest 
through particular structures of governance designed 
to protect and preserve quality and diversity of content. 
Trusts running local newspapers and other media could 
be a productive and sustainable way to increase the 
public service character and diversity of media content. 
This type of governance would have to safeguard the 
independence of the media organisation but could, at 
the same time, increase the involvement of civil society 
associations. 



Protecting the news: Civil society and the media             Goldsmiths

Commission of Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland
Supplementary report: Democratising media ownership and content

www.futuresforcivilsociety.org

6 

•	 One of the most direct ways in which independent trusts 
and foundations can be involved in ensuring plurality 
in the media is by supporting professional journalism 
through charitable donations and endowments. 
However, the scope for this is limited at present due 
to the legislative framework. This research indicates 
ways in which it could be made easier for civil society 
associations to finance, or be associated with, news 
gathering and dissemination.

Funding the different models is clearly a central concern. 
The research this report draws upon offers clear evidence 
that reliance solely on fully commercial enterprises for 
the delivery of news and current affairs journalism – that 
purports to be for the public good and in the public 
interest – has not proved satisfactory. In a particularly harsh 
commercial environment we need to preserve and protect 
the things that news journalism ought to be doing: to 
monitor, to hold to account, and to facilitate and maintain 
deliberation. We neglect these at our peril. To ignore them 
is to accept that the market can be relied upon to deliver 
the conditions for deliberative democracy to flourish. The 
research this report draws upon offers clear evidence that 
this is far from true. When markets (and business models) 
fail or come under threat, ethical practice is swept aside in 
pursuit of financial stability (Fenton and Witschge, forthcoming; 
Phillips, 2009a). This is felt particularly keenly in local, regional 
and international news production, where there is little 
commercial incentive to provide it. 

With a broken funding model for mainstream news 
nationally, locally and in the regions, one of the proposals 
from government in the Digital Britain report (2009) is the 
establishment of Independently Funded News Consortia 
(IFNC). The authors believe that these could, potentially, 
provide a means of broadening ownership models, 
provided that they do not replicate current patterns of 
concentrated ownership and truly add value. A wide and 
diverse network of partners in the consortium, that includes 
actors from civil society, will better ensure true diversity and 
a broad representation.

The authors of the report also stress that they are against 
using the television licence fee to fund any material other than 
that of the BBC. The BBC is protected, to a large extent, by 
the relative security of the licence fee and is the only leading 
news provider that can sustain quality public service content 
in the face of the wider financial concerns of commercial 
media. This is more critical than ever in the current economic 
climate. The position of the BBC as a news content producer 
needs to be preserved. This means more investment in 
journalism and journalists, rather than less. 

Rather, the authors agree with the Institute for Public Policy 
Research (IPPR) that levies, a surcharge, or a tax on the 
revenues or profit of certain sections of the media industry, 
common in many European countries, would be a better 
way forward. They are also popular among the public (IPPR, 
2009). The IPPR has conducted a thorough investigation 
into the potential of industry levies as a means of funding 
public service broadcasting (IPPR, 2009) and has found that 
a 1% levy on pay TV operators, such as Sky and Virgin 
Media, could bring in around £70 million a year. A similar 
fee imposed on the country’s five major mobile telephone 
operators could generate £208 million a year. Making 
Google meet its full tax liability in Britain would boost the 
pot by a further £100 million. Levies could include direct 
media levies on, for example, broadcasters, cinema 
owners, computer games manufacturers, internet service 
providers and mobile telephone operators (IPPR, 2009: 4). 

Government funding, industry levies and other ways of 
resourcing the media will not, on their own, guarantee 
diversity and deliberation. At least some of these should 
be used to bring new voices to the public sphere, rather 
than merely propping up the business model of old voices. 
Distribution of money syndicated for media production in 
the public interest should happen according to key criteria, 
subject to independent regulation. With particular regard to 
those media businesses where the interest of shareholders 
may get in the way of a public service remit, government 
funding would need to be carefully monitored. 

The centralised nature of broadcasting in the UK, with the 
key decision-makers based in London, has caused a bias 
in media reporting and regulation which makes the issues 
discussed in this report even more pressing for the nations 
of Scotland and Wales. The conclusion of the Scottish 
Broadcasting Commission (SBC) was that a Scottish digital 
network was needed to ‘secure a sustainable source of 
competition for the BBC in high-quality public service 
content produced for Scottish audiences.’ (SBC, 2008b: 
33). Even though the belief is that broadcasting should not 
be devolved at present, ‘from a Scottish perspective, it is 
imperative that we have excellent UK-wide services which 
meet the criteria of public service broadcasting, but it is 
also a fundamental requirement that there should be high-
quality content which addresses the distinctive cultural and 
democratic needs of audiences in Scotland’ (Jenkins, 2009). 
The issues of under-representation and lack of relevant 
local content are, according to the Institute for Welsh 
Affairs, even more urgent in Wales.
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The mainstream media in the Republic of Ireland faces 
similar critical issues of falling and migrating advertising 
revenues, fundamental changes to the nature of journalism, 
including ‘creative cannibalisation’ and the threat of 
increased reliance on cheaper forms of news gathering. 
However, there are some important caveats to this general 
picture. The Irish Times and, increasingly, the Irish Examiner 
employ specialist correspondents on social affairs that 
work hard to develop and maintain connections with civil 
society. But both the availability of these specialists and 
the cultural gravitation towards the established channels 
of national debate have the inevitable consequence of 
increasing competition for coverage which well-connected 
and well-resourced civil society associations generally 
win. The shift to professionalised communications 
operations within civil society associations is in its infancy 
in comparison to the UK, though it nevertheless works 
to exacerbate the differences between rich and poor 
organisations. Engaging professional journalists in their 
communications may increase the quantity and accuracy 
of stories, but it does little to increase the plurality of civil 
society associations contributing to the dimensions of 
complex issues in the public sphere. 

In sum, civil society associations have a key role to play 
in an extended news environment in the digital age. They 
can act as wardens of, and contributors to, news media 
at local, regional and national levels; they can facilitate 
deliberation and expand the diversity of views on news 
platforms and develop news platforms of their own. They 
could also provide crucial funding for news organisations or 
consortia deemed to be operating on a not-for-profit basis. 
Establishing a more collaborative relationship between 
news organisations and civil society associations should 
be encouraged in order to enable participation, increase 
effective engagement, expand the public sphere and 
enhance democracy. 

Without a much tougher attitude towards media 
concentration and the pursuit of meaningful diversity, 
current public interest considerations are unlikely to 
be strong enough to confront aggressive liberalisation 
and marketisation – at huge cost to the public sphere. 
Protecting the public interest requires both a more 
determined stance on media concentration and a more 
imaginative approach to securing media diversity – one that 
is based not simply on economic benefits and quantitative 
data, but on the advantages of stimulating vigorous 
debate and critical perspectives, and securing widespread 
political representation. Civil society has a key role to play 
to ensure the new news environment develops to promote 
democratic engagement, and counters the growing 
isolation of the poorest, the fragmentation of society, and 
the diminishing arenas for public deliberation and dissent. 

Civil society associations have a key role to play in an extended 
news environment in the digital age. They can act as wardens of, 
and contributors to, news media at local, regional and national 
levels; they can facilitate deliberation and expand the diversity of 
views on news platforms and develop news platforms of their own. 
They could also provide crucial funding for news organisations or 
consortia deemed to be operating on a not-for-profit basis.
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Recommendations
Taking all these factors into consideration, this report makes the following recommendations:

Civil society associations:
• Civil society associations should encourage citizens to 

participate in online debates, and provide a range of 
materials to inform the deliberation. Where appropriate, 
these debates should be linked to public service media 
and used to facilitate the lobbying of policy-makers in an 
offline context.

• In relation to the above, civil society associations 
(including the resource-poor) need to form coalitions  
and seek partnerships with news organisations to 
establish Independently Funded News Consortia (IFNC) 
and ensure public service content.

• Civil society associations need to lobby the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) for support to 
sustain and develop media in the public interest, and 
to ensure their (the associations’) involvement in the 
structures developed to support it, particularly in relation 

to the emerging framework for IFNC.

• Independent trusts and foundations should recognise 
the cost and importance of media-related activities 

 and support local initiatives that seek to set up public 
interest media, either alone or through partnerships with 
established news organisations and/or local businesses, 
and campaign for a more diverse and less commercially 
vulnerable news media.

• Civil society associations should ensure that their raised 
media profile is not at the expense of their advocacy 
and representation of the poorest in society, by taking a 
critical and informed view of mainstream media content. 
Media training, by groups such as the Media Trust and 
the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), 
should include getting news coverage, but also a critique 
of the limitations and risks of this coverage, as well as the 
advantages of less well-known news outlets.

• NCVO should develop a digital media unit for the distribution 
of free/open software and training in its use.

• Civil society associations should target local and hyper-
local media, as well as the established news channels.

Media industries:
• News media should emphasise original news content 

over news aggregation and pure distribution.

• News organisations should be required to be accountable 
for their own coverage, be seen to embrace transparency 
in their news-gathering activities and, wherever possible, 
declare the source of their information to encourage 
original, investigative reporting and limit cannibalisation 
and over-reliance on news agencies. This is particularly 
important for overseas coverage.

• Public service media should seek representation of civil 
society associations in their governance structures (for 
instance, through inclusion in a board of trustees) in order 
to ensure the production of material in the public interest. 

• Media industries should consider local partnerships 
with civil society associations in order to sustain funding 
and ensure public service content, as well as to develop  
trust and accountability.

• The BBC should actively establish dynamic partnerships 
with non-commercial independent media, community 
media and civil society associations, in order to facilitate 
the creation and dissemination of public service content 
(by all partners), both within and outside of the BBC. 

• A journalist ombudsman role should be created 
(potentially within the Press Complaints Commission 
(PCC), or within Ofcom) with civil society input, to act as 
an industry watchdog so that any journalist who comes 
under undue pressure to flout codes and conventions of 
good journalistic practice for commercial gain or market 
position has an official route for complaint, as well as 
protection of their position.

• Media industries should develop and support hyper-local 
media through the sharing of resources and online link-up 
to encourage alternative voices and develop brand loyalty. 
This, in turn, could attract tax breaks (see below).

• They should lobby DCMS for support for public service 
media to sustain and develop media in the public interest 
particularly in light of the proposals in Digital Britain.

• Journalists’ training should include the requirements 
of transparency in news gathering and reporting.

• To qualify for any tax benefits (see below), commercial 
news media should be required to meet pre-established 
standards of transparency in news reporting/writing.
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Policy-makers:
• Policy-makers should consider seriously alternative approaches to 

ensuring public service news content in newspapers as well as in 
broadcasting. It is essential that the emphasis is on establishing the 
conditions and culture that will ensure content in the public interest, and 
not on propping up failed business models. This should include a review 
of industry levies to support public service content. 

• Develop policy that limits any further concentration of media ownership, 
particularly in relation to the new IFNC, and extends to ownership and 
control of the internet.

• Ensure that IFNC operate within a value system based on public service, 
and on a not-for-profit basis, ensuring that the maximum percentage of 
public money invested pays for content rather than commercial gain. 

• Develop structures of governance for public interest media, including 
IFNC, to include a Board of Trustees with representation from a range of 
civil society associations.

• Foster the creation of partnership structures and collaboration between 
mainstream, traditional content providers and non-traditional content 
providers, based on the pursuit of specific public interest goals and the 
drawing-up of agreed procedures.

• Increase funding for public service content and diversity of media through 
levies and tax concessions, rather than through the BBC licence fee. 
Distribution of money syndicated for media production in the public 
interest should follow the development of key criteria requiring regulation.

• Incorporate civil society associations (and, at all events, alternative 
and critical positions) in the policy process relating to media regulation 
(whether concerning content or ownership structures), alternative and 
critical positions.

• Consider tax breaks for civil society associations or commercial 
organisations delivering a particular level of public service media content; 
and encourage charitable funding to public service news providers, again 
through tax breaks. 

• Expand funding for public and community broadcasting at a local level 
with a requirement that the majority of the funds are used directly for 
original journalism servicing the local community and, where appropriate, 
linking to national and international issues.

• Provide a better infrastructure for community media. In particular, an 
increase in the Community Radio Fund as well as funds to develop 
digital platforms, an increase in frequencies for community radio stations, 
and a serious consideration of the so-called ‘Freeview option’ for local 
television. This is in line with the European declaration of support for 
community media which the UK has signed.

• Finally, the Charity Commission should recognise journalism in the public 
interest as a charitable endeavour available for charitable status.
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Background to the report
This is a report to inform the Commission of Inquiry into 
the Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland. The 
Commission identified a number of pressing findings that 
are critical to any consideration of the relationship between 
civil society associations and the media, and that underpin 
this report. In particular:

The growing isolation of the poorest and a need for 
civil society associations to support and empower the 
most marginalised, and ensure that their voices are heard 
and acted upon. This is a critical concern in the ever-more 
crowded media landscape of a digital age, where there 
is evidence that the poorest continue to lose out despite 
claims that digital media would enable access and aid 
equality because of low operating costs and ease of use.

Social cohesion under pressure and the fear that 
society will fragment further along socio-economic 
lines, with civil society following suit due to increased 
cultural and religious diversity. Adding to this is a 
growing concern that the online world will bring yet 
more fragmentation, as audiences are channelled 
to, and seek out, specific interests and issues. 

Diminishing arenas for public deliberation, together 
with the marginalisation of dissent, especially among those 
who lack power or the confidence to voice their concerns, 
or those who have non-mainstream views. This narrowing 
of the public sphere appears to be happening despite the 
expansion of mediated space, the multiplicity of media 
platforms and the vaunted interactivity, speed and the 
international reach that online communications bring. 

In this report, civil society in the UK and 
Ireland is defined in the broadest terms and 
includes the following three dimensions:

Civil society as associational life: the ‘space’ 
of organised activity not undertaken by either the 
government or for-private-profit business.

Civil society as the ‘good’ society: civil society 
associations as a means through which values 
and outcomes such as non-violence, non-
discrimination, democracy, mutuality and social 
justice are nurtured and achieved; as well as a means 
through which public policy dilemmas are resolved 
in ways that are just, effective and democratic.

Civil society as arenas for public deliberation and 
the exercise of active citizenship in pursuit of common 
interests.

Civil society associations include a diversity of actors such 
as: voluntary and community organisations, trade unions, 
faith-based organisations, co-operatives and mutuals, 
political parties, professional and business associations, 
philanthropic organisations and informal citizen groups. 
Civil society is very much involved with the media: many 
civil society associations seek coverage of their issues in 
a range of media, try to recruit volunteers through local 
media, and use the media as a vehicle to raise funds. 

This report examines the relationship between media 
and civil society in the UK and Ireland in relation to media 
content and ownership. However, as much of the research 
involves secondary analysis of an earlier research project 
(see Appendix 1: Methodology, p. 38), the data it draws 
upon is focused largely on England. Additional workshops 
and interviews were undertaken in Scotland, Wales and 
the Republic of Ireland to counter this imbalance, but the 
precise concerns of these different jurisdictions have not 
been able to be taken into account for the purposes of this 
report. Particular issues pertaining to Scotland, Wales and 
the Republic of Ireland have been addressed briefly in Box 
4: Scotland and Wales (p. 29) and Box 6: The Republic of 
Ireland (p. 35) in Part 3.

A note on terms
In this report, some terms with a general applicability 
are used without qualification to refer to a specific 
institution – for example, ‘government’ and ‘regulator’. 
In the case of the former, the UK government is 
implied, unless otherwise stated.

In the case of the regulator, unless otherwise stated, 
this may be taken to mean Ofcom, the official regulator 
of the UK communications industry.

For the Inquiry working definition of civil 
society see page 42.
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The importance of the media and 
the diversity of media content
The media, in all its forms, is a key factor in enabling 
citizen participation in public debate, increasing effective 
public engagement with government and other public 
institutions, expanding the public sphere and the range 
and type of voices within it and, ultimately, enhancing 
democracy. This is particularly relevant in relation to news 
media. The news is often claimed to be the lifeblood of a 
democracy – a healthy news service as a key indicator of 
a fully functioning democratic system, providing a range 
of information on which citizens can deliberate and make 
their own decisions. This is a vitally important role. The 
news media may not tell us what to think but they do set 
the agenda on what we should think about, and they play 
a central part in informing our hopes, fears and desires. 
This is one reason why so many people invest so many 
resources in trying to get into the news. The news media 
also affect policy-makers and their decision-making 
processes. In liberal democracies, power is gained by 

winning elections. Winning elections requires persuasion, 
which means creating a public persona for key political 
figures. The news media, hungry for news fodder, routinely 
access and give precedence to these elite views of reality. 
After all, the powerful are often very newsworthy and have 
become adept at providing ready-made copy that is highly 
convenient for increasingly pressurised newsrooms. But 
this adds to the growing criticism that news media can 
further legitimise social inequality and thwart participatory 
democracy. Policy-makers also look to the news media to 
gain a sense of what the current issues are, and what the 
electorate is concerned about. 

In advanced capitalist societies, we live in thoroughly 
mediated democracies. Ideally, this would mean that 
independent news media would: survey the socio-political 
environment; hold the government and other officials to 
account; provide a platform for intelligible and illuminating 
advocacy; and offer incentives for citizens to learn, choose 
and become involved, and encourage dialogue across a 
range of views. 

1Part 1: Introduction

Summary
•	 The	role	of	the	media	in	all	its	forms	is	a	key	factor	

in	enabling	citizen	participation	in	public	debate,	
increasing	effective	public	engagement	with	
government	and	other	public	institutions,	expanding	
the	public	sphere	and	the	range	and	type	of	voices	
within	it	and,	ultimately,	enhancing	democracy.

•	 Journalists	generally	seek	out	the	most	privileged	
voices	in	society	and	could	thus	further	legitimise	
social	inequality	and	thwart	participatory	democracy.	
Policy-makers	also	look	to	the	news	media	to	gain	
a	sense	of	what	the	current	issues	are,	and	what	the	
electorate	is	concerned	about.

•	 News	media	are	in	crisis:	newspaper	circulation	and	
readership	levels	are	at	an	all-time	low;	there	has	been	
tremendous	growth	in	the	number	of	news	outlets	
available,	including	the	advent	of	and	rapid	increase	in	
free	papers,	the	emergence	of	24-hour	television	news,	
and	the	popularisation	of	online	and	mobile	platforms;	
the	decline	in	advertising	revenue	combined	with	
increased	investment	in	new	media	technologies	to	
attract	audiences	online,	and	consequent	cuts	

	 in	personnel,	have	all	had	a	negative	impact	on	
journalism	for	the	public	good	and	in	the	public	interest.	

•	 The	consequences	of	the	media	crisis	threaten	a	
considerable	effect	on	the	viewing,	reading	and	
listening	public.	Furthermore,	mainstream	online	news	
seems	to	replicate	commercial	interests	rather	than	
producing	increased	diversity.

•	 The	depreciation	of	the	current	business	model	
together	with	the	increasing	commercial	pressures	
seems	to	be	devaluing	the	pursuit	of	news	journalism	
for	the	public	good	and	in	the	public	interest	–	such	as	
journalism	that	relies	on	original	news	gathering	and	
investigative	reporting	(particularly	in	relation	to	foreign	
news	coverage).

•	 Protecting	and	enhancing	a	diversity	of	media	content	
has	become	more,	rather	than	less,	important:	even	
though	there	is	now	a	plethora	of	media	outlets,	and	
citizens	and	civil	society	can	publish	media	content	
more	easily,	there	is	still	a	dominance	by	a	limited	
number	of	players	who	control	news,	information	
content	and	public	debate.
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‘Politicians and society should realise that society needs 
mass media to be able to develop platforms for the 
exchange of ideas to form opinions and to build groups 
around ideas.’ (Pieter de Wit, Community Media Forum Europe)

However, news media are also embedded in a history of 
commercial practice, regulatory control and technological 
innovation, all of which either aid or distort the democratic 
ideal outlined above. While competition and market 
principles are argued by some to have increased diversity 
and a range of voices, others (for instance, Cottle, 2003) 
claim that commercial news is primarily a commodity 
enterprise run by market-oriented managers who place 
outflanking the competition above journalistic responsibility 
and integrity. Commercial news is charged with being in 
the business of entertainment, attempting to pull audience 
for commercial, not journalistic, reasons, and of setting 
aside the values of professional journalism in order to 
indulge in the presentation of gratuitous spectacles 
and sensational stories that exalt the trivial and foster 
dubious emotionalism. In these ways, news is accused 
of undermining the crucial arrangement which is meant 
to operate both between citizens, and between citizens 
and state, in a working democracy. This, it is claimed, has 
contributed forcefully to society’s political disenchantment. 

Regulation is charged with stifling both news media, 
through being overly restrictive on the rules of 
ownership and content (in relation to broadcasting), 
and commercialism, in order to ensure public service 
content in an ever-more aggressive market environment. 
Similarly, with new technology, there are utopian visions 
of a world where everyone is connected to everyone else, 
a non-hierarchical network of voices with equal, open 
and global access. Others take a rather less rose-tinted 
view, providing evidence that the internet is contributing 
to the stifling of journalism for the public good. In their 
accounts, new technologies of production do not liberate 
these constraints but are seen more as a technical fix to 
the increasing problems of cutting costs and increasing 
efficiency. For newspapers in particular, a decline in 
advertising revenues (most notably the recent decline 
in classified advertising) and in reader figures since the 
1970s has forced them to increase output while cutting 
back on staff and diminishing conditions of employment 
(Freedman, 2009b). Job insecurity and commercial priorities 
place increasing limitations on journalists’ ability to function 
ethically (Phillips et al., 2009). Subject to the need to fill more 

space and to work at greater speed, while also having 
improved access to stories and sources online, journalists 
are thrust into news production more akin to creative 
cannibalisation than the craft of original journalism (Phillips, 
2009a). 

News media in crisis
The factors outlined above provide a snapshot summary 
of some of the critical debates about the news media and 
democracy. Currently, these have come into sharp relief 
with the proclaimed imminent financial collapse of parts of 
the news industry. Newspaper circulation and readership 
levels are considered to be at an all-time low. The number 
of people reading the top ten national daily newspapers 
has declined by 19% over the fifteen years from 1992 to 
2006 (House of Lords, 2008a: 11-12). Reasons for this decline 
are related to the tremendous growth in the number of 
news outlets available. The advent of and rapid increase 
in free papers, the emergence of 24-hour television news, 
and the popularisation of online and mobile platforms 
have all contributed to a far more volatile and unstable 
environment for news organisations (Freedman, 2009b; House 
of Lords, 2008a).

‘It is important for civic society and democracy for 
people to have a range of sources of accurate and 
trustworthy news at all levels, local, regional and in the 
Nations as well as UK-wide and international news that 
is guaranteed, beyond market provision.’ (Digital Britain, 
2009: 141)

Philip Meyer (2004) has argued that the final newspaper will 
reach its resting place some time in 2043. Meanwhile, a 
series of financial analysts and private investors are keen 
to certify the decline of print news. ‘There is absolutely 
no question that the next ten years are going to be really 
bad for the newspaper business,’ argues Barry Parr of 
Jupiter Research. ‘The format, the business model, the 
organisation of newspapers have outlived their usefulness.’ 
(quoted in Seelye, 2007) For Warren Buffett, celebrated 
investor and print publisher, the newspaper is an inferior 
technology: ‘Simply put, if cable and satellite broadcasting, 
as well as the internet, had come along first, newspapers 
as we know them probably would never have existed.’ 
(Buffett, 2007: 12)

The decline in audience figures is combined with a decline 
in advertising revenue (Sweney, 2009), as newspapers in 
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particular search for new business models (House of Lords, 
2008a: 16). New technology has been placed at the centre 
of this debate, with the migration of classified advertising 
to largely free online services taking the lion’s share of the 
blame for the freefall in revenues (House of Lords, 2008a), 
particularly in regional media, with display advertising 
also decreasing gradually. As this was a major source of 
income (especially for regional newspapers), it has had 
considerable consequences. 

‘As the economic foundations of news publishers come 
under great pressure, especially in local and regional 
markets, there’s an imminent danger that large parts of 
the UK will be left without professionally verified sources 
of information. .... A strong, viable and diverse news 
media is ... integral to democratic life.’ (Digital Britain, 
2009: 149)

The consequences do not stop with commercial 
proprietors and corporate shareholders, but threaten a 
considerable impact on the viewing, reading and listening 
public. In the past, advertisers have been happy to 
pour money into bulletins and titles that provide them 
with desirable audiences, while these audiences are, in 
turn, provided with public affairs-oriented material that 
contributes to their ability to make the informed choices 
that are the hallmark of democratic political life. This 
arrangement has been bolstered by the willingness both 
of regulators to insist on minimum levels of television 
news and of press proprietors to subsidise loss-making 
titles in pursuit of political influence (and eventual 
profitability). The internet’s attractiveness as an increasingly 
important destination for advertisers seeking to target 
niche demographics now threatens to undermine this 
arrangement and to jeopardise journalism’s democratic 
role. The internet’s ability to connect advertisers directly to 
consumers without the mediation of a newspaper (or, to 
a lesser extent, a television channel) raises the possibility 
that the historic link between advertising and editorial will 
be broken and, with it, the model that has underpinned the 
delivery of news for many years. In this context, the major 
problem affecting traditional news providers is not the 
decline of audiences in and of itself, but the degeneration 
of the existing news business model that tied together 
news and advertising (Freedman, 2009b). 

‘The media industry is fundamentally profitable but the 
business model is killing quality journalism.’ (National 
Union of Journalists, 2009a: 4)

The decline in audiences and fall in advertising revenues 
has also been used, particularly in the regional press, as 
an argument for further consolidation. Presently, eight 
media owners dominate the national press, and have 
done since 1993 (House of Lords, 2008a: 41). The local and 
regional press, however, has seen a marked consolidation 
of ownership in recent times with four publishers having 
a 70% market share across the UK (House of Lords, 2008a: 
46). The Digital Britain proposals to create Independently 
Funded News Consortia (IFNC) could result in further 
concentration of ownership, particularly if they function 
on a largely commercial basis and map on to existing 
arrangements; alternatively, they could result in new and 
more diverse structures operating on a not-for-profit basis 
(see Part 3). The national broadcasting market has equally 
dominant players in news production: there are three 
companies producing national television news (BBC, ITN 
and BSkyB), and three producing national radio news 
(BBC, Independent Radio News and Sky News Radio). In 
commercial radio, just four companies have an almost 80% 
share of the market (House of Lords, 2008a: 49-52). 

The financial challenges faced by the commercial news 
industry have also led to the standard approach to cutting 
costs and increasing productivity largely through cutting 
jobs and increased investment in new technology. The 
National Union of Journalists (NUJ) has documented over 
1,500 job losses in newspapers ‘in virtually every town and 
city in the UK’ (NUJ, 2009a: 3). Moreover, the Newspaper 
Society notes that 101 local newspapers closed down 
between January and July 2009. 

Online media practices
The internet has provided newspaper groups, in particular, 
with the opportunity to demand more efficient ways of 
working through multi-skilling – requiring an individual 
journalist to produce copy for both print and online 
editions. The NUJ Commission on Multi-Media Working 
found that 75% of respondents felt that cross-media 
integration led to increased workloads, with 37% claiming 
that, as a result of integration, journalists were now working 
longer hours (NUJ, 2007: 14). The consequence of journalists 
working with more deadlines across more media is what 
Davies refers to as ‘churnalism’, the ‘rapid repackaging 
of largely unchecked second-hand material’, gathered 
overwhelmingly from public relations and news agency 
sources (Davies, 2008: 60).
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The internet’s siphoning-off of advertising revenue has also 
led news organisations to cut back on expensive editorial 
commitments like investigative reporting, and specialist and 
foreign correspondents. ‘The first thing that newspapers do 
when they are in financial trouble is close foreign bureaux,’ 
argues The Times editor Robert Thomson (quoted in House 
of Lords, 2008b: 52).

The large traditional news organisations, with strong market 
positions and extensive and established news production 
infrastructures have responded to the current climate by 
investing heavily in online platforms. They have capitalised 
on their market dominance and brand loyalty and increased 
their audience share online. But this is an audience that is 
increasingly disinclined to pay for its news, and more inclined 
to seek out only those fragments that are of particular 
interest to it. Nonetheless, UK citizens predominantly 
use sites that are run by existing news providers, further 
asserting the already significant dominance of the major 
players. Added to this, Ofcom has found that, of the top ten 
news websites by unique user, four were run by internet-
based organisations. These were Google News (a news 
aggregator site that produces none of its own content), 
Yahoo! News, AOL News, and MSN News: all sites that 
rely almost entirely on news agency reports (House of Lords, 
2008a). It seems more and more likely that the voices on 
the web will be dominated by the larger, more established 
news providers that will duplicate the same pattern of news 
production to fit commercial concerns, which will lead to 
anything but increased diversity. 

It seems clear that the depreciation of the current business 
model and increasing commercial pressures (leaving 
aside the BBC, which is funded by the licence fee), will 
reduce news provision in some outlets (particularly local 
and regional news organisations), while also devaluing the 
pursuit of news journalism for the public good and in the 
public interest. The use of pre-packaged PR material, or 
direct cannibalisation of copy from other news sources is 
likely to increase to the detriment of journalism that relies 
on original news gathering and investigative reporting 
(Phillips 2009a, 2009b). 

‘While there has been a proliferation of ways to access 
the news, there has not been a corresponding expansion 
in professional journalism. The market pressures faced 
by news organisations have led many to scale back on 
investment in journalism and news gathering. Much of 
the news available on the internet, on the new television 
channels and elsewhere is repackaged from other sources. 
The number of specialist correspondents seems to be 
shrinking rather than growing to keep pace with new trends 
in news provision. Foreign correspondents have been cut 
back by most news organisations.’ (House of Lords, 2008a: 9)

Crisis in content 
The many challenges facing the news industry have 
clearly affected the working practices of journalists and 
influenced their output. Goldsmiths’ extensive ‘Spaces 
of the News’ research project funded by the Leverhulme 
Trust (Fenton, 2009a) found that, as mainstream news 
providers plough more resources into online operations 
that are generally loss-makers, commercial pressures 
increase the temptation to rely on cheaper forms of news 
gathering, to the detriment of original in-depth journalism. 
Many UK journalists are desk-bound and trapped in an 
administrative news culture, resulting in an increasing 
number of stories that are recycled from existing material 
rather than stemming from independent journalism. This is 
in line with research conducted by Cardiff University (Lewis, 
Williams, Franklin, Thomas and Mosdell, 2008) and discussed 
in Nick Davies’ book, Flat Earth News (2008). Journalists 
spend a large amount of time monitoring other media, 
the news wires, user-generated content and material 
produced within the organisation. Rewriting stories gained 
through this constant monitoring is the main task of many 
journalists (especially in online newsrooms). Analysis of 
the content of mainstream online news further reveals 
that much of the abundant news online is the same: news 
organisations often cover stories from the same angles and 
different news organisations repeatedly present the same 
information in their stories (Redden and Witschge, 2009). The 
critical role played by specialist and foreign correspondents 
– as experts who, by dint of their very existence, encourage 
diversity of content and depth of coverage – are particularly 
under threat (see Box 1). 
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The UK government’s Digital Britain project aims to ensure 
that the UK is at the leading edge of the global digital 
economy. The final report (2009) concluded that there 
is gap in the provision of News in the Nations and hard 
factual news and documentary. The report also concluded 
that there are gaps in online content. MTM (2007), in a 
survey of public service content online, found that the 
genres of arts, culture and heritage, children, teens, 
community and social action, learning and education were 
all weak, with content hard to find and in short supply (MTM, 
2007: 3). Moreover, they found that there is more content 
that serves the public service purposes of informing and 
stimulating interest, than there is content that strengthens 
cultural identity and makes us aware of different cultures 
and viewpoints (MTM, 2007: 4). These are critical concerns 
for a digital democracy.

Who owns the media and why  
does it matter?
There have always been anxieties over the ownership of 
the media because of its agenda-setting role. In short, 
media owners can influence the way their organisations 
present news and, in turn, have some bearing on public 
debate and political opinion. Owners may have an effect 
on news output through various means: direct intervention; 
the appointment of like-minded editors; stressing particular 

business approaches such as short-term profit over 
longer-term investment; or prioritising particular types of 
journalism. Owners can also influence the journalistic ethos 
of a news organisation. This can derive from a certain 
vision of an owner or an editor-in-chief, from a particular 
family ownership tradition, or from structural/organisational 
principles which impose editorial direction. All of these 
things can influence the type of journalism that is valued 
and promoted, and what kinds of stories are followed. 
What is absent from the newspaper or news broadcast 
may say as much about the level of ownership influence  
as what is present (House of Lords, 2008a). 

A diversity of news provision is more likely to come from 
a plurality of owners and regulation of media ownership is 
designed with this in mind. This is particularly important for 
the newspaper industry, which has never had to conform 
to any statutory regulation of content and standards (unlike 
broadcast news).

‘The only way that a diversity of voices in newspaper 
news has been regulated is through ownership 
regulation.’ (House of Lords, 2008a: 10)

National newspapers in the UK are mainly owned by either 
private companies (such as the Telegraph Group) or by 
public companies (such as DMGT) (House of Lords, 2009). 
The Guardian and The Observer are an exceptions, owned 
and governed by the Scott Trust, created in 1936, precisely 

‘Television systems are becoming more commercialised 
as a consequence of increasing competition generated 
by more channels, deregulation and the decline of 
public broadcasters. This is encouraging a decline of 
international coverage at a time when globalisation 
makes it more imperative that the public is informed 
about what is happening in the world. American 
television is especially commercialised, and offers 
almost a half less international coverage than television 
news in Britain, Finland and Denmark. Television offers 
less foreign hard news in Britain than in Finland and 
Denmark. British TV’s foreign news in 2007 tended 
to focus on the US, Afghanistan and Iraq, and former 
Commonwealth countries, rendering much of the 
rest of the world invisible. The British press (subject 
to intense competition due to its dominant national 
structure) offered less foreign coverage (17%) than 
even the American press (Curran et al., 2009).’ 

Professor James Curran, Goldsmiths, University of London 

In The Great Global Switch-Off: International Coverage 
in UK Public Service Broadcasting (Harding, 2009), Oxfam 
teamed up with Polis and IBT to map international 
news coverage in UK television, which they consider 
instrumental to our understanding of the world and 
highly important for our ‘political, cultural, economic 
and environmental health’. Action is needed, the 
report concludes, as there is ‘a very real threat that the 
international agenda could fade from our mainstream 
channels.’ To ensure continued international coverage 
in the future, they recommend the earmarking of 
contestable public funding for international content. They 
also recommend that non-broadcasting organisations 
and NGOs should establish – alongside partnerships 
with mainstream media sites – an international video and 
information portal.

Box 1:  The role of international news reporting 
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to preserve journalistic independence. With no proprietor 
as such, the editors feel they have more independence and 
freedom to do what they want, as long as it supports the 
ethos of the Trust itself.

The role of civil society 
in the media
Civil society permeates life in the space between 
government and commerce. As such, it is central to 
debates on increasing public deliberation and enhancing 
democratic participation in society. If the media are also 
central to such aims, then the relationship between the 
media and civil society becomes paramount. Civil society 
associations do, of course, produce their own media 
content contributing to the total public service content 
available in the UK – content that informs people about the 
world, reflects and strengthens cultural identity, stimulates 
interest in particular issues or topics, and promotes 
awareness of different cultures and alternative viewpoints. 
A survey by MTM for Ofcom (2008) found that the third 
sector spent an estimated £60–80 million on public service 
content online in 2006/7.

Next to trying to get media coverage and producing media 
content themselves, civil society associations also feature 
as media owners. A long-standing example is the Morning 
Star, founded on 1 January, 1930 (as the Daily Worker). 
Having survived three-quarters of a century, it still aims to 
‘inform, to publicise and to advocate’, and considers itself 
to be a ‘forum for debate on the left’. Of course, it has a 
very clear political agenda, but it does provide an illustration 
of the type of ownership role that is possible for civil society 
associations (in this case, a readers’ co-operative, the 
People’s Press Printing Society). 

This report deals with the different ways that civil society 
associations and the media interact – whether that 
concerns media content, media policy or media ownership. 
As should be apparent from the above discussion, all of 
these areas are inter-related at some level. Even though 
there now is a plethora of media outlets, and citizens and 
civil society can publish media content more easily, there 
is still a dominance of news, information content and 
public debate by certain players. Protecting and enhancing 
plurality of media content has become more, rather 
than less, important. As consolidation of media power 

continues, media ownership is still very much an issue.  
And as the debates around the news media intensify,  
it is a critical point in time to look into alternatives of  
media ownership and funding models that serve the  
public interest.

‘The long-term challenge is imagining and designing a 
more networked, transparent conception of the news 
media, which is not only built upon the contributions 
of professional journalists but also upon the insights, 
knowledge and skills of citizens, charities, companies, 
campaigners, government agencies, NGOs, and other 
stakeholders.’ (Currah, 2009: 139)

Building upon the assumption that civil society associations 
need to have an enhanced role in relation to the media, 
this report explores the current situation in terms of the 
relationships between civil society associations, media 
ownership and content development in the UK and 
Ireland, as well as considering possible future relationships 
between them. 

‘To sustain the vital civic function of journalism, citizens, 
government and business will need collaboratively to 
devise new ways of funding the news. The commercial 
model will continue to play an important role, especially 
as publishers explore the potential of new platforms and 
technologies. But it will also need to be supplemented 
with a range of alternative models – for example, 
local ownership, community media and non-profit 
organisations’ (Digital Britain, 2009: 149)

Civil society permeates life in the space 
between government and commerce. As 
such, it is central to debates on increasing 
public deliberation and enhancing 
democratic participation in society. If the 
media are also central to such aims, then 
the relationship between the media and civil 
society becomes paramount.
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Freedom
How much freedom do the media have to operate in  
the interests of democracy and how much freedom do  
civil society associations have to convey particular 
viewpoints or information that may be missing from the 
mainstream media? 

On the whole, mainstream news is business-led, and 
commercial media (particularly print media) do not have 

the same incentives to preserve news media in the public 
interest, build engaged publics or remedy social inequality. 
Growing commercial pressures increase the temptation 
to rely on news agencies and cheaper forms of news 
gathering, to the detriment of original, in-depth journalism. 
The numbers of journalists, especially specialist and foreign 
correspondents, are falling (House of Lords, 2008a); as there is 
less investment in journalists, so there is more investment 
in technology that brings with it an expansion of space and 
increase in speed. 

2Part 2: Civil society and the media: 
Freedom, pluralism and control

Summary
•	 In	a	purely	commercial	environment,	news	

organisations	foreground	rationalisation	and	
marketisation	at	the	expense	of	ideal	democratic	
objectives,	and	this	leads	to	an	homogenisation	of	
content;	in	addition,	growing	commercial	pressures	
increase	the	temptation	to	rely	on	news	agencies	
and	cheaper	forms	of	news	gathering	to	the	
detriment	of	original	in-depth	journalism.	

•	 This	is	felt	particularly	keenly	in	local	and	
international	news	production.	Here,	the	lack	of	
economies	of	scale	means	there	is	little	commercial	
incentive	to	provide	for	it.	Democracy	depends	
on	ample	coverage	of	both	local	and	international	
issues,	and	examples	of	civil	society	associations	
involved	in	media	production	show	how	the	
media	landscape	benefits	from	a	diversity	of	
content	providers.	A	deliverance	from	commercial	
challenges	brings	with	it	different	dynamics	and	
opens	up	the	possibility	of	a	(more)	civic	focus	in	
producing	media	content.	

•	 Far	from	being	less	relevant,	resources	have	gained	
in	importance	in	a	world	of	new	technologies.	Many	
large	and	well-resourced	civil	society	associations	
have	responded	to	a	media-saturated	environment	
through	a	growth	in	press	and	public	relations	
offices	increasingly	staffed	by	trained	professional	
journalists.	The	resource-poor,	however,	find	it	
much	harder	to	keep	up	with	changes	in	technology	
and	the	explosion	of	news	space	and	it	is	much	
harder	to	stand	out	amidst	the	countless	voices	
online	that	all	compete	for	journalists’	attention.	

•	 The	increased	pressures	on	journalists	from	the	
marketisation	of	news,	combined	with	the	pressures	

	 of	non-elite	news	sources	to	maximise	news	
coverage,	result	in	many	civil	society	associations	
feeling	compelled	to	provide	material	that	conforms	
to	pre-established	journalistic	norms	and	values,	
diminishing	their	ability	to	advocate	on	particular	
causes	and	issues	in	their	communications.	

•	 While	local	initiatives	of	online	community	news	and	
information	provide	a	valuable	addition	to	the	media	
landscape,	and	stimulate	local	engagement	and	
action,	structural	public	funding	is	needed	to	ensure	
quality	and	sustainable	local	public	service	content.	

•	 If	we	want	to	have	sustainable	structures	for	media	
pluralism	that	can	encourage	continuity,	and	build	
expertise	as	well	as	engaged	audiences,	we	need		
to	consider	ways	in	which	to	fund	them.	Even	
though	the	web	can	provide	opportunities	for		
small-scale	local	and	global	independent	journalism	
and	commentary	to	enter	the	public	sphere,	it	is	not	
the	free	and	easy	option	many	claim	it	to	be.	

•	 As	a	small	group	of	owners	in	the	national	and	
regional	press	have	a	large	market	share,	a	limited	
number	of	people	potentially	dominates	the	media	
agenda	and	can	determine	the	public	debate	
and	political	opinion.	Hence,	regulation	of	media	
ownership	is	an	important	tool	in	influencing	media	
content.	Few	opportunities	exist,	however,	for	
alternative	and	critical	positions	to	be	expressed	in	
the	policy	process	relating	to	regulation.	A	number	
of	civil	society	associations	have	tried	to	influence	
regulation,	but	they	are	almost	always	excluded	
from	the	main	meetings	between	policy-makers	and	
stakeholders,	and	there	are	no	guaranteed	ways	of	
incorporating	their	responses.
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As noted in the introduction, there is evidence that 
journalists are resorting to the cannibalisation of existing 
news rather than researching original stories, as they need 
to fill more space and to work at greater speed, while also 
having improved access to stories and sources online; 
they are also increasingly desk-bound and talk less to 
their sources (both the elite and the non-elite such as civil 
society associations). Ready-made fodder from tried and 
tested sources takes precedence over processing user-
generated content or the mass of online information. In a 
purely commercial environment, news organisations also 
give precedence to rationalisation and marketisation at the 
expense of ideal democratic objectives, which leads to the 
homogenisation of content. 

But there are examples of civil society trying to buck 
this trend. An international example is PlanPhilly, an 
independent news-gathering entity (affiliated with the 
School of Design at the University of Pennsylvania, USA). 
Professional and citizen journalists work together in 
the provision of daily news about the built and planned 
environment. Created in 2006, and funded by the William 
Penn Foundation and the John S. Knight Foundation, 
PlanPhilly is currently setting up an advisory board of 
journalists, philanthropists and citizens to help develop a 
strategy for sustaining their main output. PlanPhilly shows 
how investigative journalism and community work can 
benefit from foundation funding. Being freed of commercial 
challenges implies different dynamics and, in this case, a 
civic focus. 

Again in the US, a recent initiative in San Francisco in 
direct response to the drastic downsizing of the region’s 
newspapers, has seen a wealthy local investor, a university 
journalism school and a public radio station join forces 
to create a non-profit local news website for the San 
Francisco area – one of the largest and most ambitious of 
dozens of similar local news operations around the country. 
The $5 million grant from a local businessman, along with 
the 28-strong workforce of local radio station KQED-FM 
and 120 students of the University of California’s Berkeley 
Graduate School of Journalism offers a collaborative and 
relatively stable model (Perez-Pena, 2009a).

Another international example is euro|topics, a daily press 
review of European print and online media, focusing on 
debates and opinions that have only received media 
coverage at a national level. It aims to promote ‘trans-

European discussions and the development of new 
networks for media, cultural and political exchange’ 
(eurotopics.net). euro|topics is produced by N-Ost, a 
professional journalistic NGO (see Part 3) and is funded 
by the German Federal Centre for Civic Education, a 
government body providing a link between the political 
realm and that of civic society. From a market perspective, 
there is little interest in transnational news production: it 
is too expensive, particularly as it would mean translation 
into different languages to reach a wide enough audience. 
So, even though the legitimacy of the European Union as 
a political and economic entity would benefit from a press 
counterpart, market attempts have not been successful. 
Hence, German government funding is employed to 
provide costly, yet important, public service content 
(published in five languages) that is free from market 
pressures. 

One area related to journalism where civil society 
associations are well represented is in campaigning for 
the freedom of information and protection of journalists. 
Often operating as international organisations, groups 
aim to defend the right to information both within and 
outwith Europe. Access Info is a human rights organisation 
dedicated to promoting and protecting the right of access 
to information in Europe as a tool for defending civil liberties 
and human rights, for facilitating public participation in 
decision-making and for holding governments accountable. 
It says: ‘Everyone in Europe has the right to know what 
their elected representatives are doing with the power 
entrusted to them, and how the public’s money is being 
spent; everyone can access the information they need in 
order to protect other rights, to expose violations of human 
rights, to participate in government decision-making and to 
hold governments accountable.’

A further example is Reporters Without Borders. 
Established in 1985, its mission is to defend journalists 
and media assistants imprisoned or persecuted for doing 
their job, and to expose their mistreatment and torture in 
many countries. It campaigns against censorship, and laws 
that undermine press freedom, as well as giving financial 
aid each year to 100 or so journalists or media outlets in 
difficulty (to pay for lawyers, medical care and equipment), 
and to the families of imprisoned journalists. It also works 
to improve the safety of journalists, especially those 
reporting in war zones. 
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Similarly, the Campaign for Freedom of Information is 
a non-profit organisation working to improve public 
access to official information, and to ensure that the 
Freedom of Information Act is implemented effectively. 
The Campaign was set up in 1984 and played a leading 
role in the passage of the Act; it is recognised as a leading 
independent authority in the field. The main funding for 
the Campaign for Freedom of Information comes from 
charitable sources, including the Joseph Rowntree 
Charitable Trust, the Allen Lane Foundation, the Nuffield 
Foundation, the G. W. Cadbury Charitable Trust, and 
donations from organisations and individuals.

Pluralism
Is there genuine inclusivity and plurality of voices and views 
that represents the breadth of civil society? 

Many large and well-resourced civil society associations 
have responded to a media-saturated environment 
through a growth in press and public relations offices 
increasingly staffed by trained professional journalists. 
These professionals apply the same norms and values 
to their work as any mainstream newsroom, albeit with 
different aims and intentions. They use their contacts and 
cultural capital to gain access to key journalists and report 
increasing success in a media-expanded world. 

The resource-poor, however, far from finding a more level 
playing field with new media increasing access – as many 
early votaries of new communication technologies claimed 
would be the case – are forced to rely on a long-standing 
credibility established by proven news awareness, and 
issue relevance. They find it much harder to keep up 
with changes in technology and the explosion of news 

space and much harder to stand out amidst the countless 
voices online, all competing for journalists’ attention. As 
journalists are now required to do more in less time, so 
their interactions with news sources dwindle. 

In news terms, some civil society associations may be 
getting more coverage (often online), but the nature of 
that news remains firmly within established journalistic 
norms and values. In this manner, the opportunity to 
explain complex issues in detail in the hope of shifting 
news agendas is waning. The increased pressures on 
journalists from the marketisation of news combine with 
the pressures of non-elite news sources to maximise news 
coverage, resulting in many civil society associations feeling 
compelled to give journalists ready-made copy that fits 
established news agendas (Fenton, 2009b). 

Far from being less relevant, resources have become 
more important in a world of new information and 
communication technologies. Just as it is easy for anyone 
with access to a computer to have an online presence, so 
it is harder to catch the eye of the increasingly desk-bound 
journalist in a vastly expanded news marketplace. Face-
to-face meetings with journalists are spread ever thinner. 
To be seen, civil society associations are now expected 
to embrace all of the opportunities available to them 
in a digital world – from blogging, podcasts and social 
networking sites to their own online news platforms and 
beyond – but all requiring investment. 

Furthermore, to gain widespread acceptance by the 
mainstream media also requires a public image of 
neutrality, not so far removed from the journalistic ethics 
of objectivity and impartiality (see Box 2: Poverty and 
the media, p. 20). Rather than release the potential for 
increased advocacy through publicity, new media seem to 
have amplified the pressure on civil society associations 
to emulate mainstream news, encouraging them to act 
as pseudo-journalists in simulated newsrooms, with clear 
implications for their future ability to advocate on particular 
causes and issues (Fenton, 2009b).

Once again, there are examples of attempts to counter 
these tendencies. An important initiative seeking to 
increase civil society voices in the mainstream media is 
the Community News Wire of the Media Trust, which is 
designed ‘to help charities and voluntary organisations gain 
valuable media coverage’. The Community News Wire is 
part of the Media Trust’s broader campaign to enhance 
communications between media organisations and the 
voluntary sector and to ‘enable communities to find their 
voice and make it heard’. 

Imagine if in 2025…
All	television	broadcasters	focus	on	the	UK;	
there	are	no	regional	news	programmes.	To	
get	global	news,	you	have	to	go	online,	to	
where	Oxfam	has	become	the	most	acclaimed	
global	news	provider	–	but	if	you	want	to	
get	this	news,	you	have	to	pay	for	it,	and	the	
content	cannot	directly	challenge	governments	
of	countries	where	Oxfam’s	programmes	
are	based.	The	Gates	Foundation	is	a	close	
competitor	for	news	in	African	countries	but	
has	become	a	‘new’	News	Corporation.
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Another example of an attempt to counter the trend 
towards less community and local news is the American 
project, New Voices, run by the Institute for Interactive 
Journalism. It helps start up pioneering community news 
enterprises, and provides training and technical support 
for the development of websites that are ‘grounded in 
journalism ethics’. 

In the UK, an example of local community media projects 
is Talk About Local, funded by Channel 4’s ‘4 Innovation 
for the Public’ (4iP). The project aims to ‘help people 
communicate and campaign more effectively to influence 
events in the places in which they live, work or play’. 
One of the partners in this project, another community 
media project, is Kings Cross TV. Even though this project 
is successful, the founder, William Perrin, stresses the 
difficulties local media face citing a lack of both money 
and time as major stumbling blocks for small local media 
dependent on volunteers. 

Another example is the Midlothian three towns community 
radio station for health 3TFM, established in partnership 
with NHS Ayrshire and Arran, the University of the West 
of Scotland in Paisley, 3 Towns Healthy Living Initiative 
and North Ayrshire Council. The radio station is run 
almost entirely by local people working and trained as 

volunteers. Jim McHarg of 3TFM explains: ‘It came 
about because the academics in the area, the University 
of the West of Scotland locally, and a number of other 
professionals in local government worked together with 
health professionals and then spoke to local community 
organisations and groups, and eventually the people 
thought about the idea of using the radio. And the 
educational professionals got involved and started some 
training locally on how do people get hold of media, what 
is it you want to see, what is it you’re not hearing? And out 
of that came this idea that people could actually produce 
programmes, and it took about a year to get to the point 
where people had the confidence to do that and the skills 
to do it, and used the technology that’s there. But once 
that happened, I mean, it really exploded. There are over 
180 people in 3TFM who have been trained in the last year. 
And that’s what they want, they want to do it and they 
want the challenge, they want a voice, they want to be able 
to say to the local council that’s your interpretation of it, but 
ours might be different, and let’s get a debate going about 
how we resolve local issues.’

In Wales, Gtfm community radio station was established 
in 1999 by the Glyntaff Tenants & Residents Association 
in Pontypridd as a community project, working with local 
radio enthusiasts, to support people living in some of 

Robinson, F., Else, R., Sherlock, M. Zass-Ogilvie, I. (2009), 
Poverty in the media: being seen and getting heard 
(York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation)

This study considers how people with experiences of 
poverty can be given voice in the media in order to 
enhance public understanding of poverty in the UK. The 
authors note that when journalists write about poverty, 
they frequently seek out case studies to bring the stories to 
life and make them relevant. This provides an opportunity 
for people living in poverty to tell their own stories and 
be heard. Journalists often ask civil society associations 
to help them find people to interview, but this can put 
vulnerable people in a difficult position. The report argues 
that organisations need to give more support to individuals 
who agree to be interviewed and quoted in the media. They 
also suggest the development of a web portal run by civil 
society associations to provide a space for digital stories and 
debate.

However, an increase in the number of voices from those 
experiencing poverty in mainstream news coverage, 

though needed, will not necessarily lead to a fundamental 
shift in how poverty is covered.

Providing case studies must be considered within, and 
strategies developed in response to, an overall trend in 
news coverage to personalise and individualise issues. 
The danger, as evident in much contemporary coverage, 
is that when the personal is presented, an emphasis is 
placed on the individual with little discussion of wider social 
and economic causes and solutions that could broaden 
understandings of poverty in general.

Another report, Building public support for eradicating 
poverty in the UK, by Sini Rinne and Joke Delvaux from 
Cambridge Policy Consultants (2009), argues that most 
media campaigns on poverty aim to achieve policy 
changes rather than address public attitudes. The authors 
found that, ‘By and large, advocacy campaigns build 
support by alerting the public to hidden issues, rather than 
tackling controversial ones.’ This leaves the deeper and 
more complex issues of poverty underexplained and largely 
misunderstood.

Box 2:  Poverty and the media 
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the most underprivileged communities in Wales. It is run 
on a not-for-profit basis and is also a registered charity. 
It prioritises coverage of initiatives like regeneration, 
community safety, improved health/well-being, re-training/
adult education, the environment/sustainability and the 
contribution made to local life by volunteers. The service is 
provided in partnership with the University of Glamorgan, 
which supplies content and facilities, as well as training 
courses. It has a pool of over 100 volunteers who are 
involved in most aspects of running the station. Individuals 
and community groups are actively encouraged to take 
a role in the station to ensure it succeeds in its objective 
to stimulate community development and capacity-
building. They are funded by a combination of donations, 
grants and the sales of advertising/sponsorship on air. 
Even though they are a real success story, they are 
currently facing financially challenging times. 

Digital Britain (2009: 150) states that community sites 
(such as Kings Cross TV), ‘with no costs can serve very 
small, human news geographies of a single ward or a few 
streets’, and this has the potential to be good for local 
pluralism over the medium term. The question remains, 
however, to what extent such hyper-local initiatives will 
provide a structural alternative to mainstream national news 
media serving mass audiences as commercial funding 
for traditional media diminishes. While local initiatives 
such as Kings Cross TV provide a valuable addition to 
the media landscape, stimulating local engagement and 
action, ensuring quality and sustainable local public service 
content requires structural public funding. In the same vein, 
the Community Media Association argues convincingly for 
an increase in the Community Radio Fund, as well as funds 
to develop digital platforms, and an increase in frequencies 
for community radio stations (see Box 3 on page 23).

To counter the lack of international news in the media (see 
Box 1 on page 15), the UK-based, but globally-operating, 
Demotix aims to link independent journalists from all over 
the world to the traditional media. As a reaction to the crisis 
in journalism, to the lack of international reporting, and 
from the belief that civil society and freedom of speech are 
sacred, Turi Munthe founded Demotix in January 2009. 
It has found a niche in the market of journalism and was 
successful with its material on the Iranian political crisis in 
June 2009. With its pictures published on two New York 
Times front pages, as well as on 100 other news outlets 
around the world (including high-profile publications such 

as the International Herald Tribune, The Times, the BBC 
news website and El País), it seems to have tapped into 
a need for original material, which is not met by in-house 
productions. In this way, it is able to counter some of the 
trends described by the House of Lords report (2008a) on 
media ownership that describes the decline in the number 
of foreign news correspondents employed by mainstream 
media (see also Witschge, 2009).

Another valuable addition to the media landscape, again 
based in the UK but operating globally, is the webzine 
openDemocracy, committed to human rights and 
democracy. Aiming to ‘ensure that marginalised views 
and voices are heard’, it has an extensive network of 
volunteers from all over the world writing quality opinion 
pieces on a range of topics for the website. Even though it 
works mainly through volunteers, this case also shows that 
publishing, even if it is on the web, is far from ‘free’ (Curran 
and Witschge, 2009). openDemocracy has received funding 
from a range of charitable foundations and trusts, but has 
not succeeded in becoming self-sustaining and faces the 
problem of funding time and time again.

The web can provide opportunities for small-scale, local 
and global, independent journalism and commentary to 
enter the media, but it is not the free and easy option many 
claim it to be. If we want to have sustainable structures 
for media pluralism that can encourage continuity, and 
build expertise as well as engaged audiences, we need to 
consider ways in which to fund them. 

Control
How, and in what ways, does the concentration of  
media ownership and governance of the media sector 
affect its internal practice and external output including  
its relations with civil society? 

As noted at the beginning of this report, a small group 
of owners in the national and regional press have a large 
market share. Thus, a limited number of people potentially 
dominate the media agenda, and can determine public 
debate and political opinion. We have identified above 
other mechanisms that lead to media homogeneity, but 
ownership, and particularly ownership structures, are also 
important factors. If all media outlets that are not publicly 
owned are produced under similar conditions, such as 
severe market pressures, a particular type of output can 
be expected. Media ownership can thus influence the 
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types of journalism that are valued and promoted, and 
what kinds of stories are pursued. A plurality of owners and 
ownership structures is beneficial for the plurality of content 
and deliberation. One of the main ways in which plurality 
of media is influenced is through regulation. In the press, 
regulation of ownership structures has been the only way 
to (indirectly) influence media content. 

Since regulation is such a powerful tool to determine who 
has a voice in the media landscape, it is important to see 
who is involved in the regulatory processes. In relation to 
campaigning for changes to media policy infrastructure, 
Freedman (2005) found that, even though there is a 
growing number of instances where media policy initiatives 
are discussed, few opportunities exist for ‘alternative 
paradigms and critical positions to be expressed and taken 
seriously’ (p. 2). More importantly, and of particular interest 
for this report, he found that media trade unions, campaign 
bodies and civil society groups are almost entirely excluded 
from the heart of policy-making circles (ibid.). As such, the 
public remains a ‘largely peripheral force’ in influencing 
questions of media structure. They are excluded from the 
main meetings between policy-makers and stakeholders. 
Furthermore, when the public does respond, there are no 
guaranteed ways for these responses to be incorporated  
in policy (p. 13).

One of main obstacles to transparent policy-making with 
a sustainable role for civil society associations comes 
from the ‘continuing and intimate relationship between 
key corporate interests and government policy-makers, a 
relationship whose bonds are rarely exposed to the public’ 
(p. 14). This relationship further marginalises the already-
limited public involvement (p. 16).

There are a number of civil society associations trying 
to counter this by attempting to intervene in issues of 
ownership and governance. They represent different 
interests, ranging from citizens and media consumers 
(for instance, the Voice of the Listener and Viewer) to 
the producers of media (such as the Community Media 
Association and the National Union of Journalists). 
The Campaign for Press and Broadcasting Freedom, 
established in 1979, works to ‘promote policies for diverse 
and democratic media’. It works alongside unions in 
‘promoting fair and accurate coverage that reflects a wide 
diversity of views and cultures’ and it ‘carries out research, 
lobby and generate public debate on alternative forms of 
ownership and regulation of the media’. 

The Voice of the Listener and Viewer represents ‘citizen 
and consumer interests’ and focuses on broadcasting 
issues. It is ‘concerned with the regulation, issues, funding, 
structures and institutions which underpin the British 
broadcasting system, and supports the principles of public 
service broadcasting’. 

Dealing with issues both of consumption and production, 
and representing the community media sector, is the 
Community Media Association (CMA). CMA aims to 
‘enable people to establish and develop community-
based communications media for empowerment, cultural 
expression, information and entertainment’ (see Box 3 
on page 23). Reflecting the fact that many of the issues 
of community media are now tackled on a European 
level, Community Media Forum Europe, CMA’s European 
counterpart has been active since 2004 to ‘strengthen 
the participation of the ‘Third Media Sector’ in European 
discussion and decision-making processes’. 

Representing the journalists’ interests is the National Union 
of Journalists (NUJ). As well as representing journalists in 
matters of direct relevance for its members, such as the 
improvement of pay and conditions, it also campaigns 
to ‘protect and promote media freedom, professionalism 
and ethical standards in all media’. Also campaigning for 
ethical standards in the media is the Media Standards 
Trust, an independent registered charity that ‘aims to find 
ways to foster the highest standards of excellence in news 
journalism on behalf of the public, and ensure public trust 
in news is nurtured’. The Media Standards Trust says: 
‘High standards of news and information are critical to 
the health of our democratic society. These standards 
are being challenged by the enormous, revolutionary 
changes in the way in which news and information are 
produced, funded, packaged, delivered and consumed. 
In many areas these changes are leading to: less accurate 
reporting; less substantial sourcing; an escalation in the 
use of ‘manufactured news’; an increase in self-censorship; 
a growth of subjective over objective reporting; and a 
reduction in sustained, in-depth reporting on the ground, 
particularly investigative reporting.’

A thriving example from the USA is Free Press, a non-profit 
organisation working to reform the media. With almost half 
a million activists and members, it has been successful in 
campaigning against the relaxation of media ownership 
rules and in favour of net neutrality, the principle that 
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‘prevents Internet providers from blocking, speeding up or 
slowing down Web content based on its source, ownership 
or destination’. Free Press has featured in the campaign 
Save the Internet, a coalition of more than a million citizens 
and thousands of non-profit organisations, businesses and 
bloggers campaigning to ‘protect Internet freedom’.

Falling sales and profits throughout the mainstream media 
are forcing a complete rethink of news reporting and the 
news industry. New technology has forced not only new 
forms of journalism and information provision, but also 

On 11 February 2009, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, which includes the UK, 
signed a declaration acknowledging community media’s role in promoting social cohesion and  
intercultural dialogue. It:

•	 Recognises community media as a distinct media 
sector, alongside public service and private commercial 
media and, in this connection, highlights the necessity 
to examine the question of how to adapt legal 
frameworks which would enable the recognition and 
the development of community media and the proper 
performance of their social functions.

•	 Draws attention to the desirability of allocating to 
community media, as far as possible, a sufficient 
number of frequencies, both in analogue and 
digital environments, and ensuring that community 
broadcasting media are not disadvantaged after the 
transition to the digital environment.

•	 Underlines the need to develop and/or support 
educational and vocational programmes for all 
communities in order to encourage them to make full 
use of available technological platforms.

•	 Invites community media to be conscious of their role in 
promoting social cohesion and intercultural dialogue and, 
to this end, to elaborate and adopt or, if appropriate, 
review codes of professional ethics or internal guidelines 
and to ensure that they are respected.

•	 Stresses the desirability of:

 recognising the social value of community media 
and examining the possibility of committing funds 
at national, regional and local level to support 
the sector, directly and indirectly, while duly 
taking into account competition aspects;

 encouraging studies of good practice in community 
media, and facilitating co-operation and the exchange 
of good practice, including exchanges with such 
media in other regions of the world, as well as 
between community media and other interested 
media, for example by exchanging programmes 
and content or by developing joint projects;

 facilitating capacity building and training of community 
media staff, for example via training schemes within 
the framework of lifelong learning and media literacy, 
as well as staff and volunteer exchanges with other 
media and internship arrangements, which could 
enhance the quality of community media programmes;

 encouraging the media’s contribution to intercultural 
dialogue through initiatives such as the setting up of a 
network to exchange information and support, and to 
facilitate initiatives which exist in this field in Europe.

Source: Council of Europe (2009)

consideration of new funding models that can sustain 
news and current affairs journalism purporting to be in 
the public interest. This means ensuring a wide range of 
news outlets at national, regional and local levels, but it 
also opens up possibilities for different types of relationship 
between civil society associations and the institutions of 
the media.

Box 3: European declaration of support for community media (signed by the UK)
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3Part 3: Civil society and the media: 
looking to the future

Summary 
•	 A	mix	of	different	funding	models	is	the	best	way	to	

ensure	a	plurality	of	media	and	diversity	of	content	
and	there	are	a	number	of	ways	in	which	civil	
society	associations	can	help	ensure	the	plurality	
of	viewpoints	and	arenas	for	dissent	in	the	media.	
Their	role	does	not	necessarily	include	media	
production	or	ownership,	but	can	be	limited	to	
ensuring	there	is	an	infrastructure	for	a	plurality		
of	media,	and	that	the	media	are	regulated	in	the	
public	interest.

•	 One	of	the	most	direct	ways	in	which	civil	society	
associations	can	be	involved	in	ensuring	plurality	
of	media	is	by	supporting	professional	journalism	
monetarily:	charities	and	endowments	are	important	
potential	structural	funding	models.	However,	
as	the	scope	for	this	is	limited	at	present	due	
to	the	legislative	framework,	the	authors	of	this	
report	propose	to	make	it	easier	for	civil	society	
associations	with	charitable	status	to	finance,	or	be	
associated	with,	news	gathering	and	dissemination.

•	 Trusts	running	local	newspapers	and	other	media	
could	be	a	good	and	sustainable	way	to	increase	
the	public	service	character	and	the	plurality	of	
media	content,	but	care	would	have	to	be	taken	to	
safeguard	independence,	particularly	if	there	was	
state	funding	involved.	Trusts	could	also	increase	
the	involvement	of	civil	society	associations,	either	
through	funding	or	by	being	actively	involved	in	
ensuring	independent	practice	in	the	public	interest	
of	the	media	outlet	concerned.

•	 Partnerships	have	been,	and	can	increasingly	
become,	a	productive	way	to	increase	the	
involvement	of	civil	society	associations	in	media	
production	while	increasing	the	number	of	voices	
represented	in	the	media.	The	authors	propose	the	
government	provides	tax	incentives	on	local	mergers	
or	joint	operations	that	aim	to	maintain	certain	
levels	of	news	coverage	in	the	public	interest	and	
that	increase	relations	with	civil	society.	However,	
to	further	the	creation	and	distribution	of	public	
service	content,	it	is	important	that	such	partnerships	
increase	media	plurality,	rather	than	limit	it.	

 
•	 Not	only	the	media	and	civil	society	associations,	

but	also	government	and	regulators,	should	foster	
the	creation	of	partnership	structures	and	the	
collaboration	between	mainstream,	traditional	
content	providers	and	non-traditional	media.	This	
must	be	based	on	the	pursuit	of	specific	public	
interest	goals	and	the	drawing	up	of	agreed	
procedures	including,	for	example,	the	nature	
and	extent	of	shared	content	and	the	provision	
of	adequate	funding	and	training	for	civil	society	
association	media	producers.

•	 Independently	Financed	News	Consortia	(IFNC)	
can	provide	a	good	way	to	broaden	the	ownership	
models,	provided	they	truly	add	value.	A	wide	and	
diverse	network	of	partners	in	the	consortium,	that	
includes	actors	from	civil	society,	will	ensure	true	
diversity	and	a	broad	representation.

•	 At	a	time	when	many	staff	journalists	are	being	
made	redundant,	civil	society	associations	can	
play	a	role	in	protecting	a	potentially	vulnerable	
group	of	workers,	not	just	representing	their	
interests	in	improving	work	conditions,	but	also	by	
getting	organised	as	a	network	of	journalists	that	
syndicate	material	to	mainstream	media	through	a	
subscription	model.	International	examples	of	this	
show	it	to	be	an	interesting	business	model	from	a	
civil	society	perspective,	as	they	enhance	the	role	of	
those	actually	producing	the	content.

•	 At	least	part	of	any	new	funding	for	public	service	
content	should	be	used	to	bring	new	voices	to	
the	public	sphere,	rather	than	merely	propping	up	
the	business	model	of	old	voices.	Government	
funding,	industry	levies	and	other	ways	of	inserting	
resources	in	the	media	landscape,	on	their	own,	
will	not	ensure	diversity	and	deliberation.	Money	for	
media	production	in	the	public	interest	should	be	
distributed	according	to	key	criteria,	and	this	process	
would	require	independent	regulation.	Particularly	
with	regard	to	those	media	businesses	where	the	
interest	of	shareholders	may	get	in	the	way	of	the	
public	service	fulfilment,	government	funding	needs	
to	be	carefully	monitored.	Given	their	position	
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Roles for civil society associations 
in ensuring the plurality of the 
media
There are a number of ways in which civil society 
associations can play a role in ensuring a diversity of 
viewpoints and arenas for dissent in the media. The extent 
to which this necessitates their involvement in media 
production or ownership can range from ensuring there is 
an infrastructure for a plurality of media, online and offline, 
to (co-)producing or (co-)owning media. Here, the focus of 
the report is on alternative models of funding that may help 
ensure a plurality of media, but the research found that 
other elements are also of importance when considering 
ways in which civil society associations can play a role, 
such as maintaining standards, supporting infrastructure 
and platforms, and fostering media literacy to assist full 
access to diverse viewpoints. 

‘Assistance is necessary in certain circumstances to 
help the industry move towards a more public service 
oriented industry with a range of ownership and 
business models and a diversity and plurality of voices.’ 
(NUJ, 2009a: 2)

Alternative funding structures 
and the role of civil society 
associations
In discussing alternative funding models, this report does 
not focus on the most economically viable or commercially 
sustainable models, but rather on those models which would 
allow for more involvement of civil society associations, 
and which stress public service content (for a report that 
addresses both the commercial and civic aspects of funding 
news media in particular, see Currah, 2009). 

in	society	and	their	connections	to	a	diversity	of	
actors,	civil	society	associations	could	both	serve	as	
producers	of	public	service	content	and	be	involved	
in	monitoring	the	public	funding	process.

•	 The	authors	of	this	report	are	against	using	the	
licence	fee	to	fund	any	material	other	than	that	
of	the	BBC.	Its	position	as	a	content	producer,	
over	and	above	its	role	as	a	content	distributor,	
needs	to	be	preserved.	Other	measures	to	support	
public	service	content	production,	such	as	tax	
concessions	and,	most	notably,	industry	levies,	are	
more	appropriate	means	of	finance	than	weakening	
the	one	institution	that	can	sustain	public	service	
content.	

•	 Levies,	a	surcharge	or	a	tax	on	the	revenues	or	
profit	of	certain	sections	of	the	media	industry,	are	
found	to	be	popular	among	the	public.	This	type	of	
funding	could	be	used	to	support	a	wide	range	of	
new	voices	in	the	media	landscape,	including	the	
IFNC	suggested	in	the	Digital	Britain	report,	and	is	
used	successfully	in	different	countries	throughout	
Europe.	

•	 Online	media	distribution	has	triggered	debate	
about	standards	of	journalism,	one	of	the	issues	
being	the	copyright	of	digital	content.	The	authors	
welcome	a	possible	move	towards	open	source	as	
a	new	standard	for	enabling	public	service	content,	
particularly	when	created	with	public	funding,	but	
this	should	not	be	confused	with	the	sharing	of	
media	content	without	acknowledgement	of	the	
original	creator,	or	citing	of	the	source.	A	more	
thorough	investigation	of	the	consequences	of	the	
loosening	of	the	protection	of	ownership	rights	is	
needed,	but	a	move	immediately	to	a	system	of	
transparency	in	the	accurate	labelling	of	the	origins	
of	all	news	reports	is	recommended.

•	 Both	government	and	civil	society	associations	can	
play	a	role	in	providing	the	infrastructure	necessary	
for	a	plural	media	landscape.	The	latter	can	either	
lobby	for	better	infrastructure	or	aim	to	provide	(part	
of)	the	infrastructure	themselves.	Infrastructural	
issues	include:	universal	broadband	access;	
increased	dissemination	platforms	for	independent	
and	community	media	that	operate	in	the	public	
interest;	technological	infrastructure	allowing	media	
creators	to	focus	on	creating	the	media,	rather	than	
disseminating	the	media;	and	media	literacy.
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Consideration of the role that civil society associations 
could play in the realm of (news) media is not new (see, for 
example, Deacon, 1996). More recently, Currah (2009: 7) has 
proposed the introduction of ‘targeted tax breaks for public 
interest news publishing, as well as widening the scope for 
charitable funding of news-related activities’, to address the 
issue of maintaining high-quality news reporting.

Here, alternative ways of direct civil society association 
involvement are highlighted, or at least those with 
consequences for involvement in the media realm. A range 
of options are discussed as the authors believe a mix 
of different funding models is the best way to ensure a 
plurality of media and diversity of content. 

Ownership models with civil 
society associations directly 
involved

‘Plurality should be maximised through a combination 
of different models – commercial ownership, public 
ownership, mutual ownership, staff ownership, 
cooperative ownership, for-profit and not-for-profit 
ownership.’ (NUJ, 2009a: 10)

Charitable giving and journalism

One of the most direct ways in which civil society 
associations can be involved in ensuring plurality in the 
media is by supporting professional journalism. In the 
US, we can already see some examples of charities that 
fund investigative journalism. Pro Publica, for instance, 
is ‘an independent, non-profit newsroom that produces 
investigative journalism in the public interest’. It focuses 
on what it considers ‘truly important stories, stories with 
“moral force”’. Funded with a multi-year commitment from 
the Sandler Foundation and other donations, it is able to 
staff a newsroom of 32 working journalists. More and more 
non-profits are entering the field and, like Pro Publica, aim 
at ‘boosting investigative journalism’ (Christoffersen, 2009), as 
Associated Press reported in March 2009. 

In the UK, the Potter Foundation has awarded a grant of 
£2m to the Bureau of Investigative Journalism to promote 
investigative, not-for-profit journalism, in the public interest. 
Moreover, Google will support the initiative by providing 
software tools and training (Oliver, 2009). In the press 
release announcing the initiative one of the co-founders 
of the Foundation, Elaine Potter, said: ‘Our goal in helping 
establish this project is to support investigative journalism 
of the highest ethical standards, and to search for 
sustainable models for its long-term future.’ The Bureau will 
consider and experiment with a range of techniques from 
‘crowdfunding’ to ‘crowdsourcing’, while providing content 
across the media spectrum. But Gavin MacFadyen, director 
of the Centre for Investigative Journalism, and one of the 
founders of the Bureau, noted: ‘There is no substitute for 
first rate reporters being given time and resources to deliver 
great stories, which hold the powerful to account’ (The 
Guardian, 2009a). 

In a similar vein, it has also been suggested that 
newspapers, such as The New York Times should be 
turned into non-profit, endowed institutions, which would 
make newspapers more independent while at the same 
time protect them from ‘the economic forces that are now 
tearing them down’ (Swensen and Schmidt, 2009).

There are, of course, obvious potential problems with 
charities directly funding journalism, as Bill Keller, executive 
editor of The New York Times, has pointed out: charities 
can come with strings attached and endowments are no 
insulation against economic hard times. But preserving 
journalistic independence, while securing guarantees on 
public service content, is possible.

However, despite the award by the Potter Foundation 
outlined above, the situation in the UK is such that it is very 
difficult for civil society associations/charities to support 
journalism in this way. The most recent Charities Act (2006) 
‘adopts a stringent interpretation of public benefit that 
excludes any reference to news gathering’ (Currah, 2009: 
146). Even though there are journalism-related charities 
in the UK, Currah notes that ‘the Charities Commission 
tends to view the pursuit of journalism – namely, the 
professional gathering and reporting of news – as an 
inherently politicised activity and hence an area less suited 
for charitable giving’ (Currah, 2009: 146). Thus, in order to 
view charities and endowments as potential structural 
funding models, we propose a change to the legislative 
framework to make it easier for civil society associations 
with charitable status to finance or be associated with 
news gathering and dissemination.

Imagine if in 2025…
A	public	broadcasting	service	is	no	longer	
relevant;	public	funding	is	now	concerned	with	
public	media	content.	The	BBC	now	competes	
with	Greenpeace	and	IP4	for	funding.	The	BBC	
television	licence	fee	has	been	replaced	by	
a	digital	access	fee	to	raise	public	funding.
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Trust funds (Polly Toynbee)

In March 2009, The Guardian journalist and president of 
the Social Policy Association, Polly Toynbee, suggested 
that one way forward for the local press was by developing 
local trust funds that would run the local news. The money 
could come from a variety of sources, including the current 
publicly-funded news providers, such as the BBC, and 
local councils through both buying space in the local 
newspapers and by investing council tax. The trust would 
then have an ‘obligation to good reporting, fair rules and 
open access, and you could have independent local news 
across web, print, radio and television offering a genuine 
community service’ (Toynbee, 2009). 

The idea of local trusts running local newspapers has 
received some support, notably from the National Union 
of Journalists (NUJ). This type of governance would 
have to safeguard the independence of the local press, 
particularly if there is state funding involved. Pete Murray, 
Vice President of the NUJ, maintains that as long as this 
support (from either local or national government) takes 
place at ‘arm’s length’, this could be a viable way of 
operating local newspapers (interview with Pete Murray, 
May 2009). It could also increase the involvement of civil 
society associations who could contribute funding and 
be actively involved in ensuring independent practice in 
the public interest. It is worth noting, however, that trust 
status does not in itself relieve commercial and competitive 
pressures, and that safeguards may, therefore, be 
necessary to protect its core remit: to serve local publics 
operating in and for the public interest.

Other partnerships between media  
and civil society associations 

Partnership schemes are not a new phenomenon, but 
have attracted new interest, particularly within the BBC, 
as a way of ensuring the legitimacy of its public funding. In 
December 2008 the BBC outlined its plans for partnerships 
with different types of actors in the broadcasting sector and 
beyond. Even though most of the partnerships are aimed 
at other media providers – such as local newspapers, 
commercial broadcasters and community radio – the 
plans also extend to the cultural sector in a wider sense, 
to enable ‘more public sector organisations to harness the 
power of digital content’ (Digital Britain, 2009: 139). 

Similarly, Channel 4 employs successful partnerships 
with organisations from civil society, such as the Britdoc 
Foundation. Born out of Channel 4’s documentary 
department, Britdoc is now a stand-alone, not-for-profit 
foundation that envisages new funding and distribution 
models for British documentaries. From the website 
Britdoc.org: 

‘The third sector and documentary filmmakers have 
much in common – both want to create change 
around an issue they care passionately about. We are 
collaborating with third sector organisations to create 
opportunities for them to become involved in how 
documentaries are funded and made and to work in 
partnership with brilliant filmmakers.

The media landscape is changing fast and in this new 
world, charities, foundations, brands and companies 
with CSR [corporate social responsibility] agendas 
can join the content commissioners, partnering with 
passionate directors and producers and together 
forging new models for funding, distribution, outreach 
and participation.’

To further the development of partnerships for the creation 
and distribution of public service content, the government 
should consider offering tax incentives on local mergers or 
joint operations that aim to maintain certain levels of news 
coverage and relations with civil society. 

Going beyond this, Digital Britain (2009: 144) suggests the 
establishment of a long-term and sustainable public service 
organisation, PSB2, which would develop innovative 
partnerships with the wider private and public sector. While 
this may present opportunities for civil society, the proposal 
as originally formulated by Ofcom for a ‘Public Service 
Publisher’ was ‘related to a more limited and instrumental 
view of public broadcasting that saw it as an adjunct of free 
enterprise and not as a cultural institution in its own right.’ 
(Freedman, 2009a: 119)

Even though partnerships can provide relief for smaller 
content providers by getting access to resources and 
material, the NUJ points out that this does not necessarily 
enhance media plurality: there is a danger of the setting of 
a single news agenda, and the sharing of news footage will 
most likely reduce the difference between news bulletins 
(NUJ, 2009a: 12). Two-way partnerships, where both the 
dominant media provider, such as the BBC, and the more 
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locally-based organisation share and cross-promote 
content, offer the potential for more diverse content. 

If established media, civil society associations, 
government and regulators fostered the creation of this 
type of partnership structure, the collaboration between 
mainstream, traditional content providers and non-
traditional media sources would need to be based on the 
pursuit of specific public interest goals, and the drawing 
up of agreed operating procedures, in order to contain the 
danger of limiting, rather than enhancing, plurality.

Broad media networks or news consortia

A recent addition to the mix of media models is the idea 
of broad media networks – such as the Scottish Digital 
Network, or news consortia, such as the Independently 
Funded News Consortia (IFNC). 

The idea behind IFNC (news networks for the regions or 
devolved nations), is that they could provide ‘enhanced 
localness’ by catering to the specific needs of a 
geographical area (Digital Britain, 2009). They would operate 
transparently, commissioned through a tender process, 
and contracts would be awarded against clear criteria of 
delivering public purposes. Each consortium would operate 
independently and be tailored to meet the distinctive needs 
of its region or devolved nation, and would not be limited 
to the existing news providers, such as existing television 
news providers and newspaper groups, thus creating an 
opportunity for civil society associations to participate. The 
criteria they would be chosen against would include: ‘The 
ability to achieve reach and impact; high production and 
editorial standards to sustain accuracy and impartiality; 
and the financial stamina to sustain the service at quality 
throughout the period of the award’ (Digital Britain, 2009: 156). 

In conjunction with the idea of IFNC with a regional 
focus, one of the main recommendations of the Scottish 
Broadcasting Committee (SBC) was the establishment of a 
Scottish Digital Network, ‘a digital public service television 
channel, with an extensive and innovative online platform, 
funded out of the new UK settlement for Public Service 
Broadcasting plurality and licensed and given full regulatory 
support by Ofcom’ (SBC, 2008a). At the core of this network, 
is a linear television channel, but rather than having its own 
in-house production teams, it ‘would commission content 
from a multitude of Scottish suppliers on a competitive 
basis’ (Jenkins, 2009: 7). Furthermore, the network would 
be set up on a not-for-profit basis, governed by a board of 
trustees. 

When installing these consortia or networks, it is important 
to make sure they truly add value: they need to be different 
from the existing actors operating in the region. One of the 
ways to do this is to make sure that there is a wide and 
diverse network of partners in the consortium. These do 
not necessarily have to be the traditional media producers, 
but should include representatives from civil society such 
as universities, community associations and cultural 
networks – particularly where a local element is desired. 
The SBC, for example, proposes to gain added value 
‘through partnerships with further and higher education, 
and with Scotland’s creative industries’ (SBC, 2008b: 38). 
Also, such networks should be governed in a way that 
safeguards the production of content that is in the public 
interest. Based on the research for this report, the authors 
recommend that governance structures are developed 
which include a structural role for civil society associations. 
To this end, a board of trustees with representation from 
a range of civil society associations could be installed to 
monitor these news networks. 
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Collaborative journalism 

The NUJ (2009b) in the pamphlet ‘Disappearing Freelance 
Work’, pointed to cuts in freelance work in the media. At a 
time when many staff journalists are being made redundant 
and may turn freelance, the disappearance of freelance 
work is troubling. There is already evidence that the BBC 
has cut the fees awarded to freelance correspondents and 
producers (Currah, 2009: 54). 

Civil society, in the form of the National Union for 
Journalists (NUJ), and other campaign groups like the 
Campaign for Press and Broadcasting Freedom, already 
play a role in trying to protect the rights and working 
conditions of journalists, including freelances. The 
Freelance Industrial Council of the NUJ was established 
specifically for its freelance members and has been 
operating for about 25 years. 

Internationally we see, however, that civil society 
associations of freelances have been constituted not 
only to lobby and influence policy but also to distribute 
their work. The Network for Reporting on Eastern Europe 
(N-Ost), links 250 journalists and media initiatives from 

more than twenty European countries. Based in Berlin, 
it started as an informal network of correspondents in 
2002, and was launched as a professional journalistic civil 
society association in 2005. It works with a subscription 
service for articles from and about Eastern Europe and 
has major European (mainly German) media as its clients. 
This form of collaborative journalism is successful both in 
the distribution of the work of its members, and in setting 
standards for the industry. For example, when media 
organisations pay too little for articles they publish, that 
organisation is banned from using the services of the 
Network. 

Another example of successful collaborative journalism, 
even though not specifically for freelances, is the American 
GlobalPost. Focussing on international reporting, 
GlobalPost is formed of a network of part-time foreign 
correspondents from all over the world who write material 
for the website. However, as it does not see online 
advertising as a sufficient and sustainable way to support 
its correspondents, the business model is based on a 
combination of online advertising, syndication of the 
material and paid membership. GlobalPost, a for-profit 

The centralised nature of broadcasting in the UK media 
(with the key decision-makers based in London) has caused 
a bias in media reporting and regulation which makes the 
issues discussed in this report even more pressing for the 
nations of Scotland and Wales (SBC, 2008b). 

The Scottish Broadcasting Commission (SBC) points out 
that, ‘Scotland has always been rather marginalised within 
this generally successful UK framework’. Concerns about 
the low percentage of Scottish-made TV programmes 
on the BBC network formed the context in which the 
SBC conducted its inquiry into the future of Scottish 
broadcasting (All Media Scotland, 2009). The conclusion of 
the SBC was that a Scottish digital network was needed 
to ‘secure a sustainable source of competition for the BBC 
in high-quality public service content produced for Scottish 
audiences’ (SBC, 2008b: 33). Even though the SBC inquiry 
concluded that broadcasting should not be devolved at 
the moment, ‘from a Scottish perspective, it is imperative 
that we have excellent UK-wide services which meet 
the criteria of public service broadcasting, but it is also a 
fundamental requirement that there should be high-quality 
content which addresses the distinctive cultural and 
democratic needs of audiences in Scotland’ (Jenkins, 2009).

These issues of under-representation and lack of 
relevant local content are, according to the Institute 
for Welsh Affairs (IWA), even more pressing in Wales. 
Two living languages, extensive poverty and a small 
scale in broadcast and print media markets make the 
Welsh case stand out (Talfan Davies and Morris, 2008: 1). 
More importantly, there is a very young democratic 
institution ‘needing to weave itself into the narrative of 
people’s lives and to create an informed democratic 
engagement between governors and governed (external 
media ownership and a new democratic institution 
more than justify a closer look at how Wales is served 
by the media’ (Talfan Davies and Morris, 2008: 57). 

The IWA further notes that, compared to Scotland 
and Northern Ireland, Wales has the weakest print 
environment, as well as the weakest commercial 
radio sector. One of the most startling findings of the 
IWA research is that each day in Wales ‘1,760,000 
are reading papers with virtually no Welsh content’. 
As pointed out by the report, this must have 
‘serious consequences for informed democracy 
in Wales’ (Talfan Davies and Morris, 2008: 57).

Box 4: Scotland and Wales
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enterprise, provides an interesting model that could also 
function as a trust model (note that every employee and 
correspondent of the company is also a shareholder).

One of the oldest examples of journalistic networks is the 
co-operative of photographers, Magnum. Set up in 1947 
by four photographers as a response to their experiences 
in the second world war, it now operates through its 
editorial offices in New York, London, Paris and Tokyo, and 
a network of 15 sub-agents. It is still owned and run by 
those who provide the content: the photographers. 

These examples of collaborative journalism provide an 
interesting business model that can be explored from a civil 
society perspective. 

Funding structures for civil 
society associations as public 
service content providers
The above suggestions all relate to civil society associations 
becoming involved in the funding and production of media 
(see Box 5). Much of the current debate on the future of 
the media concentrates on the ways in which new funding 
can be found to sustain the existing players in the field. We 
discuss below some of the ways in which money can be 
found for public service content and argue that at least part 
of this funding should be used to bring new voices to the 
public sphere, rather than merely propping up the business 

model of old voices. Government funding, industry levies 
and other ways of bringing resources to the media, on their 
own, will not ensure diversity and deliberation. Distribution 
of money syndicated for media production in the public 
interest should happen according to key criteria, and this 
process would require independent regulation. 

Given the position of civil society associations in society 
and their connections to a diversity of actors, they could 
both serve as producers of public service content (see 
Box 5) and be involved in monitoring the public funding 
process. The latter is covered in the next section, which 
discusses the ways in which public funding/policy can 
be employed to sustain a plurality of media content and 
ensure arenas for deliberation and dissent in the future 
media landscape. 

Public regulation, policy and funding

As Polly Toynbee (2009) pointed out there is a lot of 
resistance to government-funded media, as well as to 
the regulation that this would entail. However, both in 
the interviews conducted for this report and in expert 
workshops in Wales and Scotland, some sort of 
government funding was deemed critical to extend the 
mix of funding, and to protect the public service value of 
media. That said, all participants in the expert workshops 
did stress the necessity of a mix of funding, noting that 
government should never be the sole funder. The current 

There has been a shift in the terminology of the publicly-
funded media content. Whereas the focus was on public 
service broadcasting, it is now realised that the media 
landscape is broader than that. It is not just the traditional 
broadcasters that provide material in the public interest, 
and there is change in the way material is disseminated, 
which is not just through broadcasting. Even though the 
idea of a public service publisher, put forward by Ofcom 
in 2004, has now been dismissed (Moore, 2008; Tryhorn, 
2008), we see that the term ‘public service content’ is 
gaining ground. And even though the debate around 
this concept still revolves mainly around broadcasting, it 
takes a broader view of who provides this material. Digital 

Britain, for instance, refers to the opportunities for ‘arts 
and other genres to become their own commissioners and 
distributors to large audiences’ in relation to the provision 
of public service content (Digital Britain, 2009: 136).

In Ofcom’s Second Public Service Broadcasting Review 
(MTM, 2007), a survey of public service content online 
also considers material published by those other than 
traditional media companies, and includes material 
published by the third sector. The question is, however, 
whether this broadening of the definition will also 
mean more inclusive funding to extend to civil society 
associations.

Box 5:  Civil society associations as public service content providers
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financial situation of commercial media has triggered 
renewed debate about public funding and has lessened 
some of the resistance to it. 

This report proposes that the government further 
acknowledge the critical function of news media for a fully-
functioning democracy by funding the production of public 
service content across all media, specifically in relation to 
news, but that this should not (only) be used to help existing 
media to survive. Government funding does of course need to 
be carefully considered and monitored, particularly in relation 
to those media businesses where the interest of shareholders 
may get in the way of the public service fulfilment. 

Charging news aggregators that  
exploit news content

Online, news is often accessed, not directly through 
the actual news source, but through portals and news 
aggregators. News portals normally use the paid services of 
newswires and press agencies to gather their content. News 
aggregators, however, often only provide the headlines and 
first few lines, and link to the original news source. Some of 
that is licensed material, but a lot of the snippets of articles 
provided on the news aggregators’ sites are not paid for, 
as it is considered to fall under ‘fair use’ by the aggregators 
(Pérez-Peña, 2009; The Economist, 2009). 

This has led to accusations of the free exploitation of 
professional copy by news aggregators for their own 
commercial gain. The Associated Press, for instance, has 
indicated it will take legal action against news organisations 
that do not obtain permission to publish its material (Pérez-
Peña, 2009). Similarly, in parts of Europe, newspapers have 
taken action against Google to prevent unauthorised use 
of their material, and the British newspaper industry has 
recently asked the UK government to intervene in order to 
stop Google using its material without paying for it (ibid.). 

Regulation would be required for this type of funding to be 
forthcoming, and to ensure that appropriate revenues go 
to the original news producers and not just to those who 
present and further disseminate the material. If we wish 
to encourage original news reporting and investments in 
investigative journalism, we need to ensure ways for it to be 
financially viable for news organisations.

Cross-subsidy from the BBC television 
licence fee

The authors of this report are against using the BBC 
television licence fee to fund any material other than that 
of the BBC. The BBC, protected to a large extent by the 
licence fee, is the only news provider that can sustain 
quality public service content in the face of the wider 
financial concerns of commercial media. Its position as 
a content producer, over and above its role as a content 
distributor, needs to be preserved. Other measures to 
support public service content production, such as tax 
concessions and, most notably, industry levies (see below) 
are more appropriate means of finance than weakening the 
one institution that can sustain public service content. The 
authors would, however, encourage a greatly enhanced 
and more integrative relationship between the BBC and 
civil society associations, which could feature, amongst 
other things, their representation in the governing structure 
of the BBC. 

Tax concessions

One government incentive to stimulate the provision of 
public service content by different types of providers would 
be to offer tax breaks such as the extension of the zero 
rating for value-added tax (VAT) that newspapers currently 
enjoy, to an array of (news) media, as proposed by Currah 
(2009: 145). A possible pitfall, as Currah notes, lies in 
defining the organisations that would be eligible for such 
exemption (2009: 146). 

Direct taxation 

Direct taxation, channelled to local news media by a 
process of tender and clear guidelines of public interest, 
would the most straightforward way of providing new 
money for the media. With a clear public service remit 
that includes the close involvement of civil society, the 
plurality of media could truly be enhanced. However, this 
type of funding is contested and is unlikely to be popular, 
as it involves both extra funding from the public and an 
increased governmental role in the media.
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Industry levies

Levies, a surcharge or a tax on the revenues or profits 
of certain sections of the media industry, are common in 
many European countries and are found to be popular 
among the public (IPPR, 2009). The Institute for Public 
Policy Research has conducted a thorough investigation 
into the potential of industry levies as a means of funding 
public service broadcasting (IPPR, 2009). It has found that 
a 1% levy on pay TV operators such as Sky and Virgin 
Media could bring in around £70 million a year. A similar 
fee imposed on the country’s five major mobile operators 
could generate £208 million a year. Making Google meet 
its full tax liability in Britain would boost the pot by a further 
£100 million. Levies could include direct media levies on, 
for instance, broadcasters, cinemas, video labels or new 
media levies such as levies on internet service providers 
and mobile phone operators (IPPR, 2009: 4).

This type of funding could be used to support a wide range 
of new voices in the media, including the IFNC suggested 
in the Digital Britain report, and has been used successfully 
in different countries throughout Europe. 

Maintaining standards
Civil society associations do not necessarily have to 
produce or fund media to be able to influence the plurality 
and quality of the content: they can also help maintain 
the standards for media production and content. With 
the entry of new players into the field and dissatisfaction 
with the practices of old players, there is currently much 
discussion on how, and by whom, media content should 
be monitored. In this discussion the question has been 
raised whether the Press Complaints Commission (PCC) 
should have a new role, or even be replaced. (For a critical 
discussion on the current role of the PCC, see: Media 
Standards Trust, 2009.) 

In the expert workshop in Wales, there was a discussion 
of the possibility of a regulatory body consisting of 
representatives from civil society, including the unions. 
Professor Tom O’Malley (of Aberystwyth University, and 
the Campaign for Press and Broadcasting Freedom), 
suggested a system of regulation which creates a space 
for dissent by media producers who feel that they are 
not being allowed to practise their profession ethically 
or according to certain standards, but which also 
includes people from a wider range of organisations. 

This system could be designed on the model of regional 
health authorities where public actors are involved in the 
regulation in different ways. 

Civil society association input into maintaining standards, 
whether through governance or regulation, should be 
increased. Civil society’s concerns need to be integrated 
into the decision-making processes pertaining to media, 
both through direct interaction with the media and through 
influence in the policy-making processes relating to media 
practice and ownership. 

Civil society associations are already trying to play a 
role in maintaining standards in the media, a foremost 
example of which is the Media Standards Trust. Through its 
Transparency Initiative, it also aims to set the standards for 
online news production. The main aim of this initiative is to 
develop a ‘common approach to capturing this information 
consistently and transparently’. Currah (2009) proposes 
the launching of a digital kitemark which could help the 
audience establish the value of digital content. The digital 
kitemark would be a collective positioning of publishers on 
standards of accountability and transparency and would 
be designed to ‘identify and differentiate professional 
journalism amidst the noise of the web’ (Currah, 2009: 
152). Similarly, adoption of an American model, whereby 
content from one provider is not used by another without 
acknowledging the source of the original material, would 
go a long way to preventing cannibalisation of copy and 
ensuring homogeneity of content (Phillips, 2009b).

Online media distribution has, in general, triggered debate 
about standards of journalism, one of the issues being the 
copyright of digital content. The need for new measures to 
protect copyright is acknowledged in both the American 
Public Media 2.0 report and in Digital Britain. Public Media 
2.0 maintains that ‘new methods of legitimate access, 
based on new business models and incentive structures, 
will be crucial’ (Clark and Aufderheide, 2009: 39). Digital Britain 
focuses on the need to ‘protect and reward creativity’ and 
one of the main issues put forward is that of copyright 
infringement (2009: 109-112). 

The ease with which information is shared and reproduced, 
however, has also led people to conclude that a new type 
of journalism is needed altogether. Alan Rusbridger, editor 
of The Guardian, argues that open source journalism is 
the future: ‘If this is a form of journalism of which people 
feel they are a part, which people trust, believe in and 
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feel involved with, then we are halfway there towards this 
question of a business model.’ The new form of journalism 
is one in which it is not the journalist that is the authoritative 
voice, but where there is a ‘far greater joint authority that 
comes about through shared information and through a 
shared idea about what the community needs’ (Rusbridger, 
quoted in www.guardian.co.uk, 2009).

Freely sharing public service content is also something 
that features in the proposal of the Scottish Broadcasting 
Commission when Jenkins (2009) describes the role of a 
possible Scottish digital network: ‘The new platform could 
become a space where the creative talent of Scotland 
can experiment and innovate, potentially with thousands 
of hours of usable media made available under a Creative 
Commons type of licence. The Commission was attracted 
by the idea of it being an ‘open source’ platform with 
accessible source code and software so there is the 
potential for users to develop new and experimental 
applications. We can foresee this opportunity being of great 
value to schools, colleges and universities where the next 
generation of creative talent and creative technologists will 
find both a platform and an audience for their work.’

Similarly, the Public Media 2.0 report proposes 
encouraging government-funded media-makers to use 
open source tools and platforms and, in this way, inspire 
innovation and the sharing of resources. A move towards 
open source as a new standard for enabling public service 
content could enable more diversity of media content, 
particularly when created with public funding, but this 
should not be confused with the sharing of media content 
without acknowledgement of the original creator or citing 
of the source. For individual content creators, copyright 
is a vital instrument for ensuring payment for their work. 
A more thorough investigation of the consequences of 
the loosening of the protection of ownership rights is 
needed, but we should move immediately to a system of 
transparency in the accurate labelling of the origins of all 
news reports.

Media infrastructure 
One of the main issues that became clear from both the 
interviews and the expert workshops was the need for both 
government and civil society associations to be involved 
in providing the infrastructure necessary for a plural media 
landscape. The latter can either take on the role of lobbying 
for better infrastructure, or aim to provide (part of) the 
infrastructure themselves.

One of the main elements of media infrastructure is ensuring 
access to the public service content provided. As more and 
more media content is distributed through online platforms, 
universal internet access and comprehensive broadband 
becomes of great importance. Digital Britain (2009: 2) 
proposes a mix of funding sources to fulfil what they call 
the ‘The Universal Service Commitment’, in addition to the 
necessary £200 million direct public funding, comprised 
of: ‘commercial gain through tender contract and design, 
contributions in kind from private partners, contributions 
from other public sector organisations in the nations and 
regions who benefit from the increased connectivity.’ 

Providing public access to content is, however, only part of 
providing the infrastructure. An important issue in ensuring 
a plurality of voices in the public sphere is providing a way 
to distribute the material. As universal high-speed internet 
access is still far from the case, and the internet is not 
always the preferred platform, many media-makers still 
focus on alternative modes of distribution. Such alternative 
models are, however, far from straightforward. Access 
to frequencies for community radio, and capacity for 
local television services on the digital terrestrial television 
platform (also known as Freeview), are some of the issues 
in question. 

Different types of civil society association are campaigning 
for changes in regulation with regard to those platforms 
where the government ultimately decides. United for Local 
Television (ULTV), for example, is a ‘coalition of groups 
and campaigners who together lobby the government to 
recognise local TV as a public service.’ They propose that 
the government reserve capacity for local television on 
digital terrestrial television: ‘All citizens should have access 
to local TV, no matter where they live, without having to 
subscribe to pay-TV or broadband.’
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Similarly, the Community Media Association (CMA) and 
its European counterpart, the Community Media Forum 
Europe (CMFE), lobby for a better infrastructure for their 
members, particularly for more frequencies for community 
radio stations (especially FM frequencies). Since 2005, 
191 licences have been awarded by Ofcom and 131 
community radio services are now on air in the UK. The 
UK has supported the European declaration of support for 
community media (see Box 3 on page 23), but it is unclear, 
as yet, how this will translate into policy measures to 
enhance the position of community media. 

That distribution models are an issue, even for online 
content producers, becomes clear from the work of 
Transmission, a network of ‘citizen journalists, video 
makers, artists, researchers, programmers and web 
producers who are developing online video distribution 
tools for social justice and media democracy.’ The 
objective behind this initiative is to create a distribution 
model for independent online videos. This civil society 
association aims to build the tools, develop standards and 
provide a social network for its members. 

It has always been more difficult for independent media 
to reach an audience, and these difficulties have not 
been eliminated by the advent of the internet. Simon 
Worthington, one of the key people behind More is More, 
a web-based community project that focuses on creating 
alternative distribution channels for print publishing, 
independent publications and small-scale cultural 
productions, argues that there is an important role for 
civil society associations in building the infrastructure for 
independent media. The More is More network has tried 
and tested several ideas for distribution, among which 
is the idea of the community courier where those in the 
network with spare freight or luggage capacity distribute 
media to wherever they are travelling. One of the needs 
he identifies is for a mature and professional software tool 
that can help small-scale media distribute their product 
and manage their client relations. This can happen in 
two types of consortia: either those that wish to build the 
software together (as none of the media-makers have the 
resources to do it alone), or those that run the services 
needed for independent media distribution. One of the 
successful examples is the collective service providing 
print-on-demand technologies for different media in Italy, 

Germany, Netherlands, Spain and France. Likewise, an 
infrastructure that would allow independent media a free 
internet payment system would be highly beneficial (some 
companies, such as PayPal and MySpace, already allow 
zero costs payments between individuals. This could be 
extended to independent media). 

The last part of the media infrastructure that the authors 
want to address here is that of media literacy. Extensively 
discussed in Digital Britain (2009), media literacy is a crucial 
aspect of media access. It is important to note in this 
respect that, even though the focus nowadays is mostly on 
digital media literacy, literacy is a much broader issue and 
implies critical comprehension as well as technical know-
how. Having said that, we do appreciate that the speed 
with which the technological developments take shape, 
combined with an increasing dominance of online media, 
asks for specific consideration for digital efficacy. 

Again, there are already some civil society associations 
working to campaign for media literacy, as well as running 
projects that increase media literacy by offering training 
and support. The government initiative, Digital Mentors, 
aims to increase digital media skills, particularly in deprived 
communities in England, by focusing on citizens’ use of 
social and community media. Digital Mentors has now 
been commissioned to the Media Trust and renamed 
Community Voices, and aims to ‘inspire, engage and 
support disadvantaged and isolated communities across 
England to get their voices heard through digital media’.

As said, however, media literacy is not just to do with 
the consumption and production of digital media. One of 
the main ideas behind community media is that citizens, 
through being producers, get to know the workings of 
the media, most notably radio. Radio has proved to be 
a medium that survives through time and may function 
better in serving small local communities, particularly those 
under-served in the mainstream media. Bristol community 
radio station BCfm, for instance, produces 45 different 
programmes that are broadcast in nine different languages. 
To see the effect of community media on media literacy, the 
Community Media Association has recently run the project 
Your Media, Your Tools, and recruited 16 community media 
organisations to promote media literacy. 
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In Ireland, a set of partnership agreements 
for economic recovery and development 
has been negotiated between successive 
governments, trade unions and employers 
since the late 1980s. In 2002, a voluntary 
and civil society sector pillar was added to 
the partnership structure. This has not been 
without difficulties, with the balance between 
the opportunities of sustained political 
engagement and the dangers of co-option 
being a topic of intense debate among civil 
society actors since the pillar’s inception. 

The recent collapse of partnership in the wake of 
recession, and a sustained crisis of political legitimacy 
in the Republic of Ireland, has had a major impact on 
civil society. The relationship of (mainstream) civil society 
with the state has been disrupted by a series of fiscal 
cuts which unequivocally target vulnerable groups 
represented by partnership associations; by the closure 
or fatal budget reduction of a range of advisory bodies 
or statutory independent agencies that mediated – or 
engaged in gatekeeping – between civil society actors 
and the state; by the enormously significant revelations 
concerning an older form of partnership, that is, the 
relationship between Catholic Church institutions and 
the state in the provision of health and education; and 
by a very real crisis in the legitimacy of trade unions. 
Many civil society associations are now faced with the 
prospect of reconfiguring their public roles in a political 
context of increased dissent.

The mainstream media sector in the Republic of 
Ireland faces similar critical issues: falling and migrating 
advertising revenues and fundamental changes to the 
nature of journalism, as noted in the body of this report, 
apply equally here. The creative cannibalisation and threat 
of increased reliance on cheaper forms of news gathering 
are also features of journalism in Ireland. Interviewees 
noted that an increase in overall news production, and 
a decrease in the number of employed journalists, 
affected their ability to gain meaningful coverage for 
their issues and campaigns. However, there are some 
important caveats to this general picture. The Irish Times, 
and, increasingly, the Irish Examiner employ specialist 
correspondents on social affairs who work hard to 
develop and maintain connections with civil society. In a 
media landscape the size of Ireland’s, such consolidated 

channels should not be regarded as unimportant; The 
Irish Times (newspaper of record) and RTÉ television and 
radio (public service broadcasters) remain enormously 
influential mediators of public debate. However, both the 
availability of these specialists, and the cultural gravitation 
towards the established channels of national debate, have 
the inevitable consequence of increasing competition for 
coverage, and favour well-connected and well-resourced 
civil society associations . 

The clearest threat to freedom comes from attempts by 
the state to manage civil society association dissent in 
the aftermath of the collapse of partnership. Two high-
profile figures in the third sector have recently gone on 
public record concerning what they see as strategies 
of containment and disempowerment of civil society 
associations. One of these, Hugh Fraser, former director 
of the Combat Poverty Agency, in an article entitled 
‘Stifling Dissent’ (Irish Examiner, 7 July, 2009) notes: 

‘Indeed there is now much evidence of a systematic 
effort to close down, control or emasculate and 
control authoritative and independent voices on issues 
of social justice and thus to marginalise dissent… 
Community groups receiving Government funding 
have been instructed not to network with other 
community groups and thus build up a collective 
voice on issues. Cutting funding to organisations who 
cause embarrassment or who challenge the status 
quo — and including clauses in funding contracts, or 
employment contracts, which prevent organisations 
or individuals from speaking out is on the increase. 
The Charities Act won’t allow new organisations which 
state that one of their aims is to advocate in relation 
to human rights to be registered as a charity. All in all 
there is a consistent effort to suppress the voices of 
those who advocate on behalf of the marginalised. 
Thus it is hard not to interpret the silencing of the CPA 
as part of this wider effort at political control.’

This system of formal and informal constraint and 
coercion has implications for the nature, content and 
style of story circulated by civil society associations. 

Irish responses to the themes identified in this report 
bear a striking similarity to the interim conclusions on 
the UK. The shift to professionalised communications 
operations within NGOs is in its infancy in comparison 
to the UK, though it nevertheless works to exacerbate 
the differences between resource-rich and poor 

Box 6:  The Republic of Ireland
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organisations. It should be noted here that, while 
many NGOs have press officers with some form of 
PR /advocacy training, the real division is between 
the small minority that employ professional journalists 
and the rest. Professional journalists bring with them a 
substantial range of predictable advantages enhanced, 
in a country the size of Ireland, by the relative 
importance of contacts and networked professional 
capital. 

All of the interviewees discussed at length the failure of 
civil society associations to properly engage existing 
mainstream media, particularly since constituting 
a responsive and reliable source is a considerable 
advantage in a context of desk-bound journalism and 
pressurised routines. However, in contradistinction to 
the forms of homogenisation associated with reliance 
on press agencies, the Independent Network News 
(INN) was regarded as open to civil society associations, 
and it was also held that the cultural centrality of The 
Irish Times and RTÉ lead civil society associations to 
neglect other mainstream sources. The interviewees 
argued that sectoral media training – in which they 
were heavily involved – was crucial for all of these 
reasons, but also to lessen dependence on professional 
journalists in advocacy roles. Engaging professional 
journalists in civil society association communications 
may increase the quantity and accuracy of stories, 

but it does little to increase the plurality of civil society 
associations contributing to the dimensions of complex 
issues in the public sphere. Moreover, professional 
complicity is unlikely to drive sustained challenges to the 
requirements of pre-established agendas and routines, 
nor will it necessarily offer support in ‘explaining 
complex issues in detail in the hope of shifting news 
agendas’. In other words, as more press officers 
learn to service mainstream media requirements and 
frameworks, the possibility of challenging dominant 
perspectives recedes even further. 

Community media, however, offers the best 
opportunities for pluralism, deliberation and dissent. 
Community radio – and, increasingly, television – in 
Ireland has its roots in adult education, anti-poverty 
networks and local activist groups. An independent, 
facilitative and often dissenting/countervailing ethos 
permeates this sector, and in the case of some of the 
larger, well-resourced operations, they see themselves 
as increasingly important spaces for alternative 
voices, politics and issues. Internet television and the 
cable/digital spectrum in Ireland have allowed the 
sustainable development of community television: 
Dublin CTV has been broadcasting and webcasting for 
a year. Cork CTV commenced in Autumn 2009. 

Dr Gavan Titley, National University of Ireland, Maynooth.

Box 6:  Continued
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News and current affairs journalism that purports to be for 
the public good, and in the public interest, can survive, 
grow and flourish but not through market forces and new 
technology alone. To survive, news media will have to 
adjust and adapt to changes in technology and a harsher 
commercial environment. New ways of ensuring the 
space for, and independence of, news and current affairs 
journalism that purports to be for the public good, need to 
be found to preserve and protect the public interest and 
encourage a healthy democracy. This is not the same as 
preserving and protecting news organisations, or even 
the news, as we know it. In a world of communicative 
abundance there is, more than ever, a sense that there 
are many things that news journalism ought to be 
doing – monitoring, holding to account, and facilitating 
and maintaining deliberation – but is not doing in a fully 
satisfactory way, and we neglect this at our peril. To ignore 
it is to accept that the market can be relied upon to deliver 
the conditions for deliberative democracy to flourish. 
However, when markets fail or come under threat, ethical 
practice is swept aside in pursuit of financial stability (Fenton 
and Witschge, forthcoming).

Civil society associations have a key role to play in this 
extended news environment. They can act as wardens 
of, and contributors to, news media at local, regional and 
national levels; they can facilitate deliberation and expand 
the diversity of views on news platforms, and develop news 
platforms of their own. They could also provide crucial 
funding for news organisations or consortia deemed to 
be operating on a not-for-profit basis. Establishing a more 
collaborative relationship between news organisations and 
civil society associations should be encouraged in order to:

•	 enable participation; 

•	 increase effective engagement; 

•	 expand the public sphere; and

•	 enhance democracy.

This report recommends a number of ways that civil 
society associations, media industries and policy-makers 
can act to achieve these goals (see Recommendations on 
pages 8–9). The authors also recommend that the Charity 
Commission should recognise journalism in the public 
interest as a charitable endeavour available for charitable 
status.

Without a much tougher attitude towards media 
concentration and the pursuit of meaningful diversity, 
current public interest considerations are unlikely to be 
strong enough to confront aggressive liberalisation and 
marketisation. Protecting the public interest requires both 
a more determined stance on media concentration and 
a more imaginative approach to securing media diversity, 
one that is based not simply on economic benefits and 
quantitative data, but on the advantages of stimulating 
vigorous debate and critical perspectives, and securing 
widespread political representation. Civil society has a 
key role to play in ensuring the new news environment 
develops to promote democratic engagement, and 
counters the growing isolation of the poorest, the 
fragmentation of society and the diminishing arenas for 
public deliberation and dissent.

4Part 4: Conclusions

Civil society associations have a key role 
to play in this extended news environment. 
They can act as wardens of, and contributors 
to, news media at local, regional and national 
levels; they can facilitate deliberation and 
expand the diversity of views on news 
platforms, and develop news platforms of 
their own.
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This report draws upon the analysis of data from 
an extensive empirical research project funded by 
the Leverhulme Trust entitled ‘Spaces of News’ and 
undertaken at Goldsmiths Leverhulme Media Research 
Centre: Spaces, Connections, Control from January 2007 
to June 2009. The research team was led by Natalie 
Fenton and included James Curran, Nick Couldry, Aeron 
Davis, Des Freedman, Peter Lee-Wright, Angela Phillips, 
Joanna Redden and Tamara Witschge. Research for this 
report has also involved a number of additional interviews 
and expert workshops, as well as a critique of other 
relevant reports in the field.

Although the Spaces of News study focuses particularly 
on news and journalism, this is interpreted broadly and 
includes both mainstream and alternative news sites 
(Current TV; Indymedia network and openDemocracy), 
search engines (Google and Yahoo!) and social networking 
sites (Facebook, MySpace, YouTube), as well as non-
professional writers/journalists contributing to debates 
online. Through interviews, ethnography and qualitative 
content analysis, it investigates the processes of news 
production in a representative sample of media, combining 
macro-social critique with micro-organisational analysis 
to gain a complex, critical understanding of the nature of 
journalism and democracy in the digital age. The central 
concern in this endeavour was to subject to empirical 
scrutiny the ways in which new media, news and 
journalism contribute to democratic practice and feed the 
public interest.

Towards this aim we were particularly concerned to 
address the range of voices included in news media and 
the types of news content that results. The Spaces of 
News research involved over 170 interviews with a range of 
professionals from a cross-section of media – categorised 
by type, geographic reach, professional roles (generalists, 
specialist correspondents, dedicated new media staff, 
production and editorial staff, managerial and business 
personnel) – from the commercial and public sectors, all 
relating to news and current affairs. To explore the relative 
access and credibility attributed to news sources, we also 
interviewed those traditionally privileged and authoritative 
voices, such as Members of Parliament, and those with 
traditionally less news authority, such as NGOs and a 
range of other civil society associations. Included in the 
latter were new news sources such as bloggers, ‘citizen-

journalists’ and producers on alternative news/current 
affairs platforms. As well as their relations with news media, 
interviews with civil society associations explored other 
means of engaging online with public debate.

In order to flesh out the interviews and add contextual 
depth, the second strand of research in the Spaces of 
News project included mini-ethnographies in three places 
of news production: the BBC, Manchester Evening 
News and The Guardian, plus a detailed case study of 
OpenDemocracy, a civil society association that functions 
as an online news and current affairs magazine. To 
further critique findings, a qualitative analysis of online 
news content was undertaken which included coverage 
on UK national newspaper sites, as well as a number of 
independent media and social media online.

This report also builds on Des Freedman’s Economic 
and Social Research Council-funded research into the 
dynamics of media policy-making (RES-000-22-0422). 
This was a comprehensive account of the key contexts, 
institutions and interests that shape contemporary 
media policy-making, and was a response, in particular, 
to the emergence of new actors (including civil society 
organisations) and new paradigms (of self-regulation and 
global governance) that may be helping to shift the balance 
of power in the policy-making process. It focused on the 
arguments mobilised, and interests represented, in a range 
of policy areas including those of media ownership, content 
regulation, the future of public service broadcasting and the 
development of intellectual property legislation.

As the Spaces of News research focused on England and, 
in order to broaden where necessary the research base to 
civil society and public service content beyond news, we 
held expert workshops and conducted an additional ten 
interviews. The expert workshops were held in Edinburgh 
and Cardiff, with Scottish and Welsh media and civil 
society experts respectively. These workshops focused 
on the future relationship between media and civil society, 
and addressed the concerns and influence of the specific 
national contexts. The interviews were held with a range 
of participants from the media and civil society spheres, 
particularly those at the forefront of media regulation, or of 
innovative initiatives. Dr Gavan Titley (National University of 
Ireland, Maynooth) has advised on the situation in Ireland 
and undertaken further interviews to supplement this work.

Appendix 1: Methodology
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and Creative Industries, Napier University

Bevridge, Robert. Lecturer, Media Policy and Regulation, Napier 
University; Director, Voice of the Listener and Viewer Ltd

Boyd, Roisin. Communications Officer, Irish Refugee Council

Calvert, Julian. Lecturer, Glasgow Caledonian University; 
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Chew, Celine. Lecturer in Strategy and Non-Profit Marketing, 
Cardiff Business School, Cardiff University

Collinson, Andy. Features Editor, ITV Wales

Curzon Price, Tony. openDemocracy

Deguine, Hervé. Reporters without Borders

Devereux, Jaqui. Director, Community Media Association

English, Claire. Executive Officer, Voluntary Arts Network

Higgins, Michael. Department of English Studies, University 

of Strathclyde

James, Leighton.

Jenkins, Blair. Former Chair, Scottish Broadcasting Commission

Kirkpatrick, Stewart. Content Marketing Director, w00tonomy

Lewis, Justin. Professor of Communication and Head of the 
Cardiff School of Journalism, Media and Cultural Studies

Livingstone, Bill. Trustee, Carnegie UK Trust; Editorial Director, 
Dunfermline Press; Recruitment Officer, Society of Editors

McHarg, Jim. 3TFM (Community Radio for Health)

McMillan, Joyce. Inquiry Commissioner; Chief Theatre Critic, 
The Scotsman

Mihr, Christian. Senior Editor, N-Ost

Montague, Pat. Director of Montague Communications, 

Dublin, Ireland

Moore, Ciaran. Manager, Dublin Community Television, Ireland

Munthe, Turi. CEO, Demotix 

Murray, Pete. Vice President, National Union of Journalists

O’Malley, Tom. Professor of Media Studies, University of 
Aberystwyth; Member of the National Council of the Campaign 
for Press and Broadcasting Freedom

Osmond, John. Director, Institute of Welsh Affairs

Perrin, William. Founder, Kings Cross TV

Reid, George. Inquiry Commission Vice Chair; Lord High 
Commissioner

Rhodes, Mandy. Editor, Holyrood magazine

Ritchie, John. Chairman, Midlothian Community Media 
Association

Rochira, Sarah. Director, RNIB Cymru; Advisory Board 
member, Media Trust Cymru

Rushton, Dave. Director, Institute of Local Television

Schilling, Thorsten. Federal Centre for Civic Education

Shaw, Iain. Director, Media Education Ltd

Shipton, Martin. Chief Reporter, Western Mail

Stewart, Alan. Head of Broadcasting and Telecoms, Ofcom

Talfan Davies, Geraint. Chair, Institute of Welsh Affairs

Thomson, Doug. SNP Referendum Campaign Group

del Tufo, Sarah. Evaluation Trust

Williams, Lindsey. Director of Communications, Wales Council 
for Voluntary Action

Williams, Rhodri. Ofcom Director, Wales

de Wit, Pieter. President, Community Media Forum Europe

Worthington, Simon. Moreismore

Wyn, Elin. Development Officer, Cymru Yfory – Tomorrow’s 
Wales

Appendix 2: List of additional interviewees and 
participants in the expert workshops
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Media Standards Trust – www.mediastandardstrust.org

More is More – www.moreismore.net/nl

Morning Star – www.morningstaronline.co.uk

National Union of Journalists – www.nuj.org.uk

Network for Reporting on Eastern Europe –  
www.n-ost.de

New Voices – www.j-newvoices.org

openDemocracy – www.opendemocracy.org

PlanPhilly – www.planphilly.com

Pro Publica – www.propublica.org

Reporters Without Borders – www.rsf.org

Save the Internet – www.savetheinternet.com
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United for Local TV – www.unitedforlocaltv.com

Voice of the Listener & Viewer – www.vlv.org.uk

Your Media, Your Tools –  
www.medialit.commedia.org.uk

What is civil society?
The working definition of civil society adopted  
by the Commission of Inquiry is:

Civil society as associational life: civil society is the 
‘space’ of organised activity voluntarily undertaken, and 
not undertaken by either the government or for-private-
profit business. This includes formal organisations such 
as voluntary and community organisations, faith-based 
organisations, trade unions, mutuals and co-operatives. It 
also includes informal groups, from the very local to global 
social movements.

It is important to note that all civil society associations are 
not necessarily ‘good’ in and of themselves. As noted by 
Tom Carothers, Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace: ‘Civil society is the good, the bad and the 
downright bizarre.’ At their best, civil society associations 
can fundamentally enhance the lives of the poorest in 
society, strengthen democracy and hold the powerful to 
account. At their worst, they can preach intolerance and 
violence. 

Civil society as a ‘good’ society: the term civil society is 
often used as shorthand for the type of society we want to 
live in; these visions are both numerous and diverse.

Civil society associations can, and do, play a critical role 
in creating a ‘good’ society. However, they will not achieve 
this alone. Creating a ‘good’ society is dependent on the 
actions of and interrelationships between the market, 
states and civil society associations. 

Civil society as the arenas for public deliberation: 
we will not all necessarily agree what a ‘good’ society 
is or agree on the means of getting there. Civil society 
is therefore also understood as the arenas for public 
deliberation where people and organisations discuss 
common interests, develop solutions to society’s most 
pressing problems and ideally reconcile differences 
peacefully. These arenas are a key adjunct to a democratic 
society. They may be actual – a community centre, for 
example – or virtual, such as a blog.

In short, civil society is a goal to aim for 
(a ‘good’ society), a means to achieve it 
(associational life) and a means for engaging 
with one another about what a good society 
looks like and how we get there (the arenas for 
public deliberation). 
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About the Carnegie UK Trust
The Carnegie UK Trust was established in 1913. Through its programmes, the Trust 
seeks to address some of the changing needs of the people in the UK and Ireland, 
in particular those of the less powerful in society. The Trust supports independent 
commissions of inquiry into areas of public concern, together with funding action and 
research programmes. There are currently two active programmes: the Democracy 
and Civil Society Programme and the Rural Programme.

The Democracy and Civil Society Programme has two elements to its work. The 
main focus of the programme is the Trust’s Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society 
in the UK and Ireland. The second focus of the programme is the Democracy 
Initiative, which aims to strengthen democracy and increase the ability of citizens 
and civil society organisations to collectively influence public decision-making. 

The Rural Programme helps rural communities across the UK and Ireland to respond 
to and influence social, environmental and economic change. The programme works 
to ensure that rural priorities are fully recognised by decision-makers. This is done 
through: securing the practical demonstration of asset-based rural development; 
testing Carnegie UK Trust’s Petal Model of Sustainable Rural Communities; and 
hosting a Community of Practice for rural activists and professionals.

About Goldsmiths Leverhulme Media Research 
Centre: Spaces, Connections, Control  
(University of London)
Goldsmiths Leverhulme Media Research Centre: Spaces, Connections, Control, is 
an interdisciplinary research centre that currently has five active research projects 
all designed to: evaluate the significance of new media economies and cultures in 
relation to broader economic, social and cultural transformations; interrogate issues 
of power and control, freedom and diversity over ways of seeing, ways of telling 
and ways of thinking; understand the processes of greater media fragmentation 
and individualisation, in terms of both production and consumption; ascertain the 
shift in media cultures and politics from the paradigm of imagined community to the 
significance of networked connectivity; and establish what all this means for the public 
sphere and public culture – through local, national and transnational spaces.

The research team was lead by Dr Natalie Fenton, Reader and Co-Director of 
Goldsmiths Leverhulme Media Research Centre; and included Professor James 
Curran, Dr Des Freedman, Dr Tamara Witschge (Goldsmiths, University of London) 
and Dr Gavan Titley (National University of Ireland, Maynooth, as a consultant), each 
of whom come with a wealth of expertise in areas critical to this project.

For further information see: www.gold.ac.uk/media-research-centre or email: 
n.fenton@gold.ac.uk.
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Commission of Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland

The production and circulation of independent, quality news is a hallmark 
of democratic societies. The demise of the existing business model of 
the local and regional press and of broadcast news in the UK and Ireland, 
together with the struggle for survival of many national newspapers, 
demands a critical consideration of what the public wants news for and 
how it can be delivered. The digital age has provided a growing plethora of 
media outlets, and people can publish content more easily than ever, but 
the domination of a limited number of international news organisations 
that controls the flow of news and the contours of public debate is a 
significant threat to pluralism in the media. 

The role of civil society associations in bringing diversity of viewpoints, and 
challenging normative understandings, has never been more important. 
Protecting and enhancing this diversity is becoming ever more vital. This 
report provides a series of recommendations for civil society associations, 
media industries and policy-makers to help achieve this goal.
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