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INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY
to the AEJ Media Freedom Survey, November 2007
By William Horsley

The AEJ Media Freedom Survey investigates the relationships between the media and governments across Europe, especially the constraints and obstacles to the media playing their proper role of recording and scrutinising events in public life. The resulting picture is cause for concern. Although some free and vigorous media can be said to flourish in all but a handful of the countries covered, the Survey reveals a picture of a profession and an industry beset by problems of political interference, economic weakness and uneven or doubtful professional standards. The authors of many of the Reports report serious abuses of media freedom and independence – hence the title Goodbye to Freedom? 

The Survey reveals a common pattern in many countries: journalists and news organisations face multiple barriers to their work from restrictive laws, unjustified interventions by government authorities and a mixture of overt and unseen pressures to manipulate or distort their work. In Russia and Armenia journalists who seek to investigate official abuses of power face intimidation and real dangers of violence or even death. In many of the countries covered, laws on state secrets and defamation are regularly used to stop journalists from examining the actions of those in power or exposing corruption in various forms. Even in Germany, the Netherlands and Ireland, countries where the principle of media freedom is highly valued, attempts were made in the past year to punish journalists with prison terms for publishing classified papers on matters of public interest. 
The Survey is the result of the determination of members of the Association of European Journalists to take stock of the political and legal framework in which the media now work and to share the information about the barriers they face. Those who work in the media reflect its values and priorities and also help to set them. They now operate under the intense pressures of multi-media working and rolling 24-hour news. Within Europe they work using many different languages. It is not easy to make informed judgements about how they compare with one another or how free they are to work without fear or favour. This Survey is intended to contribute to a better understanding of these things. 

The Annual Reports published by media-watching organisations such as the International Press Institute, Reporters Without Borders and Freedom House have provided a valuable reference point for our Country Reports, some of which refer to their findings and to their international rankings of the level of media freedom in the various countries. This AEJ Survey is a snapshot of the media in action in 20 countries, written by active journalists who assess the general health of media freedom in their own country and also draw on their personal experience and observations of the media’s relationship with governmental power. The Reports highlight important clashes between governments or the courts and the media and give insights into the informal and unseen ways in which the powerful can shape the media landscape, for example in President Sarkozy’s France or in Italy under the former prime minister Silvio Berlusconi. 

Each Report includes a general assessment in an Overview of key developments. The authors also write in more depth about one or more chosen Case Studies, focusing on particular issues
which represent barriers or limits to media freedom. Each Report ends with a short section called Conclusion and Future Action. The AEJ Survey has been produced to be considered and discussed with the OSCE’S Representative on Media Freedom, Miklós Haraszti. Its findings are to be shared with the Council of Europe, the main guardian of media freedom and freedom of expression in Europe, and other interested parties. 

The Survey also exposes the uneven record of the media themselves. Robust media freedom can only flourish if journalists defend it by conscientious effort, high professional standards and a willingness to confront those in power with hard questions and determined investigation. This Survey presents evidence that in many parts of Europe journalists are now under intolerable pressure to serve the interests of political forces or commercial interests. The situation is especially troubling with respect to public TV and Radio broadcasting in many countries, where little or no pretence is made to preserve the independence of broadcast news and programmes from political influence or control. Harsh economic pressures and especially the growth of an “army” of freelances also tend to make journalists more dependent and less able to stand up for the integrity and quality of their work. In some countries trade union membership and influence has been deliberately undermined by employers, making journalists more vulnerable to manipulation or dismissal.

The message from these accounts is clear: freedom of the media is not a birthright, but must be fought for and defended. Unavoidably, the relationship between media and government power is an adversarial one, because the goal of politicians is to win power and keep it, and for them to control the message put out by the mainstream media can be a crucial weapon. The Report on the Czech Republic cites the pessimistic view of one senior journalist that the country’s journalists are malleable enough that politicians do not even think it necessary to apply pressure to get the media to behave in the way they wish. This Survey shows that media freedom is fragile or weak unless it is exercised.

SUMMARY OF THE SURVEY

These are the main findings of the Survey about the barriers to media freedom in Europe:-

Violence and intimidation directed against journalists is unfortunately common in the two states of the former Soviet Union covered, Russia and Armenia. In Russia the failure so far of the judicial authorities to clarify the truth about the murder of Anna Politkovskaya in 2006, and of more than ten other journalists in the past several years, is especially grave. Harsh security and press laws threaten journalists with prosecution or loss of employment, leading to a climate of oppression and acting as a warning to journalists against investigating cases of official corruption or abuse of power. Manana Aslamazyan, one of the authors of the Russia report, was head of the Educated Media Foundation in Moscow until the Russian authorities raided its offices and forced its extensive training operations to end – all in response to a minor infringement of currency regulations. The Russia Report cites an example of the “guidance” on coverage given by Kremlin figures to leading editors and journalists. The Armenia Report mentions 13 cases of physical violence against journalists. Assaults on journalists have also occurred in Greece and other countries. In Turkey a newspaper editor, Hrant Dink, was murdered early this year. In Spain many journalists have received death threats from violent Islamist groups and the Basque separatists of ETA.

Criminal prosecution of journalists using secrecy or defamation laws has taken place or been attempted recently in almost all the 20 countries surveyed, despite the OSCE’s campaign for libel and defamation laws to be treated as civil not criminal matters. Security laws have been tightened in many states in response to the increased threat of terrorism. The many recent and current criminal investigations and court cases against journalists for leaking official secrets suggests that governments have grown tougher. In Hungary, two newspapers were prosecuted for publishing state secrets. But in many cases detailed in the Survey – including in Germany and the Netherlands – governments themselves stand accused of misusing the law to protect themselves from evidence found by journalists pointing to official deception or incompetence. Poland has laws on the statute book allowing special penalties for insulting the country’s President. A similar law in Spain specifically outlawing insults against the Royal Family was used in July this year to suppress a cartoon making fun of the heir to the throne, the Crown Prince. In France several news organisations have defied the courts by refusing to reveal their confidential sources of information about doping in the sport of cycling. Slovakia still uses media laws, little changed, that were devised by a totalitarian communist system. And in Ireland the editor and a reporter on The Irish Times are currently threatened with jail for refusing the orders of the courts and of a special Tribunal to disclose the source of published information related to an investigation into allegations of corruption surrounding the country’s serving prime minister.

The European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) has made several recent rulings protecting media freedom and free expression. In July 2007 the Strasbourg court overturned the conviction of a Greek radio journalist previously fined for chairing a discussion programme on which another speaker made damaging remarks about other public figures. However the authorities in Slovakia have refused to accept their obligation to bow to a similar ruling by the ECHR. In that case the Strasbourg court overturned the conviction and fine imposed on a journalist who had insulted a senior church figure and accused him of collaborating with the communist secret police.

In Turkey, incidents of legal harassment and violence against journalists are sharply down compared to the situation in the1990s. But the murder of the Armenian-language newspaper editor Hrant Dink last January outside his Istanbul office and the attempt to prosecute the Nobel Literature Prize-winner Orhan Pamuk highlight the twin dangers of nationalist violence against liberal-minded writers and of criminal prosecution through Turkey’s archaic laws banning insults against Turkish identity or state institutions. In 2006 a total of 293 people faced legal action based on the country’s illiberal laws on free expression. In some cases the army itself has brought prosecutions against journalists who investigated or criticised the military’s involvement in politics. Turkey’s criminal laws are out of line with its Council of Europe obligations and incompatible with press freedom. 

Cyprus illustrates how the overwhelming influence of partisan politics and rival nationalisms make a free and independent media all but impossible. The two-part Report by a Greek Cypriot journalist, Kyriakos Pieredes, and his Turkish Cypriot counterpart and colleague, Hasan Kahvecioglu, finds a surprising amount of common ground. It recognizes serious limitations on free expression and media on both sides, although the Greek Cypriot government of the Republic of Cyprus alone is recognised by the rest of the world. Crucially, they agree that the role of the media of both communities has overall been harmful, not helpful, to the cause of political healing as a result of distorting influences on journalists and their work. The Turkish military still operates blacklists against journalists in northern Cyprus whom they regard as disloyal to Turkish interests. But the most significant example of a government stifling media 
freedom was provided by the government and media of the legitimate government of the Republic of Cyprus. In 2004, the European Commissioner Günter Verheugen was refused air-time on any Greek Cypriot TV Channel to refute the arguments for rejecting the UN Plan for a Cyprus settlement made by the Cyprus President Tassos Papadopoulos. In that Cyprus referendum vote, effective control of the mass media was important, perhaps even decisive, to the outcome. The tight media control robbed the population of the right to hear the full facts and the opposing arguments before Cyprus acceded to the European Union a few days later with the island still divided. Some EU figures protested, but media freedom was sacrificed to political expediency. 
Public broadcasting: The Reports on public TV and Radio across Europe reveal an alarming picture of failures of independence and of journalistic integrity. Party political influence has brought sharp accusations of political interference and distortion in old European Union member states like Austria, Spain and Italy. Spain has recently enacted a new law aimed at establishing the independence of public broadcasting. Our Report on Italy examines the “anomaly” of the limited ownership and blatant political influences on Italian television, which the OSCE has criticised as threatening the “quality of democracy” there. Changes have been made to the Gasparri Law in response to strong pressure from the European Union and others. But critics are not yet confident that the result will be real journalistic independence for employees of RAI. 

In many of the new and aspiring members of the EU the legacy of the communist one-party control of media and government is heavy-handed party political influence over public broadcasting. In the Report on Poland Krzysztof Bobinski describes the arrival of “political officers” in public TV to enforce the partisan editorial slant of the Law and Justice Party-led government, which was ousted in last month’s elections. He casts doubt on the prospect for Polish journalism to escape from the corrupting influence of partisan reporting in the near future. In Hungary the oppressive influence of party politics in the management of public TV has led to a drastic decline in quality and viewing figures, throwing the whole future of public TV in doubt. In Slovakia the political parties stand accused of manipulating the choice of public TV managers for their own advantage. In Croatia the ruling parties are accused of the same trick in appointments to the management and editorial leadership of HINA, the national news agency that exerts a big influence on news coverage by the rest of Croatia’s media..

Media ownership and exploitation: France provides a Case Study of a wider trend, in our fluid economic times, for powerful business figures from unrelated big industries like defence to take over the ownership of leading newspapers and other media titles. They include Le Figaro and Le Journal du dimanche. French journalists warn of the danger of interference in editorial matters in favour of the government or commercial interests. Journalists already point to examples of censorship, including one of an article revealing that the then wife of Nicolas Sarkozy failed to vote at all on election day when he was elected President. Media organisations have called for new safeguards in the law and the French constitution.

The Slovak Country Report picks up a warning by the chairman of the European Federation of Journalists, Arne König, that extreme job insecurity and poor wages are damaging the quality of journalism in many parts. He says many freelances should rather be called “forced-lances” because they have little or no choice about their terms of employment. In the Report on Belgium Michel Theys finds that the proportion of freelances among the country’s journalists is a quarter of the total. The Report concludes that owners and publishers should be obliged to fulfil their proper responsibilities to provide decent working conditions. 

The Survey demonstrates that the media is often at the heart of wider political debates and of landmark legal decisions. The Report on Austria focuses on efforts to enforce the country’s laws against denial of the Holocaust. An Austrian court ruled in 2000 in favour of the right-wing politician Jörg Haider when he was accused in a magazine article of trivialising the Holocaust. The journalist responsible was fined; but last year the European Court of Human Rights reversed that ruling and decided that Austria’s justice system was at fault for its original judgement.

The Romania Report links recent setbacks in the country’s anti-corruption drive to a fierce battle taking place within the media for and against the reformist President, Traian Băsescu. A recent episode when the president lost his temper, insulting a woman journalist who questioned him while he was shopping in a supermarket with his wife, showed up the partisan agenda of some news coverage as well as the media’s preference for scandal and sensation over matters of substance, including issues such as social discrimination and high-level corruption. A draft law has been prepared which would create new “press offences” in Romania, including secret filming in the course of corruption investigations, attracting sentences of up to seven years in prison for journalists who break the rules. 

Media “wars” with those in political power: As the impact of the media, especially television, has grown, political leaders have not only grown more sophisticated, hiring “spin doctors” and trying to win the media over with blandishments or privileges. They have also grown more intolerant of criticism. The Czech prime minister, Mirek Topolanek, accused the media of bias against him and threatened to enact a new law to curb press freedom. In Slovakia prime minister Robert Fico branded the media as “the political opposition”. And in Britain Tony Blair, who is widely seen as having charmed and cajoled the media into giving him favourable coverage for many years, criticised them as destructive “wild beasts” shortly before his departure from office in June 2007. The British media continue, however, to scrutinise all political parties with often brutal thoroughness.

The UK has a fast-growing and lucrative Internet market, and the UK Report explains why the media are suspicious of the decision by European Union governments to impose new rules on self-regulation of content to Internet sites which offer “TV-like video-on-demand services”. The European Commission’s original plans for heavier regulation have been set aside, but the new rules which are due to come into force in 2010 still go against advice from the industry and may lead to censorship.

The evidence from the AEJ Survey of 20 countries leads to these broad conclusions:-

· Media freedom and independence in Europe are not assured, and in some of the countries surveyed they are growing weaker. They must be won in law and in practice.

· The problems of direct political interference in media affairs and contents are more acute in the “new democracies” of Central and Eastern Europe; but Western European countries can no longer be confident that they offer a more secure model of media freedom. New political and economic pressures in many of the older EU states mean that media freedom and independence there, too, are insecure. 
· Most of the Reports in the Survey describe a marked trend in the media towards sensationalism and reporting about celebrities and trivia, which have served to downgrade the reputation of journalists in the mind of the general public. 

· Impartial and thorough reporting about alleged failings or abuses by those in authority depend on the media’s confidence in their own independence, on a legal framework for openness and on a broad level of support for the media as representatives of the public interest.

· In Europe, popular concern for freedom of expression and media freedom is undeveloped compared with the support for other causes. National sections of the Association of European Journalists are actively involved in strengthening cross-border links between journalists in different regions of Europe. The Spanish Section organises a valuable annual forum for exchanges with journalists from Central and Eastern Europe. Representatives of the Turkish and Romanian Sections of the AEJ are actively working to raise journalistic standards and to represent journalists in their quest for independence and freedom.

*     *     *     *     *
I thank Peter Kramer, the AEJ General Secretary, warmly for his enthusiastic support for this AEJ Survey, which is the first of its kind. The AEJ’s International President, Diego Carcedo, has never wavered in his support for the project. Celia Hampton generously used her computer skills to help produce the printed and Internet versions of the Survey. The Survey is the work of all its authors and a testament to the reality that freedom of speech and of the media are necessary pre-conditions of other basic freedoms. 
William Horsley

London, November 2007

EXTRACT FROM FEBRUARY 2008 UPDATE
SUMMARY AND PRESS NOTICE

Members of the Association of European Journalists make up a network of journalists across Europe who monitor and assess violations of legitimate freedom of the media. In this Update to our original Survey, Goodbye to Freedom? (November 2007), we present further research from 15 countries which provides new evidence that media freedom is in retreat in much of Europe.
The AEJ considers media freedom and independence to be fundamental principles of open societies, and that the injury and damage now being done to them require urgent action. We invite our media colleagues and the government authorities around Europe to take note of our findings, and to restore the health of media freedom as a vital element in the well-being of European societies as a whole.

The serious violations and threats to media freedom which the AEJ highlights in our latest conclusions include:

· In Russia and Armenia, blatant media bias has favoured pro-government candidates in recent elections. This looks like a premeditated deception of voters and casts doubt on the validity of the results. Russia and Armenia are also among several member states of the Council of Europe where violence and intimidation against journalists are commonplace.

· The Slovenian government has been accused by the country’s leading media organisations and more than 500 journalists of interfering in the editorial policies of public broadcasting and parts of the print media. The AEJ supports our Slovenian media colleagues in their request for an independent inquiry into the alleged assault on their independence. We consider the government’s refusal to enter into a proper dialogue about these complaints as a dereliction of its current role as the Presidency of the European Union. (Slovenia is not covered in the text of the AEJ Survey or the Update.)

· Our reports on Croatia, Slovakia and Poland show that political forces there are seeking to manipulate the flow of news and comment on the publicly-owned media through the appointment of their supporters to top positions. Public broadcasting across Europe faces a crisis of public trust and funding, and the prospect of changing radically or being abolished in years to come.

· The independence and the journalistic quality of Europe’s mainstream media are being undermined by new commercial pressures and an over-concentration of ownership. In France, media takeovers by big business interests spell the end of the long tradition of newspaper ownership by groups whose primary interest is media.

· Security-related laws are being used more aggressively by European governments to block access to official information and to threaten journalists with jail or fines for defamation, revealing state secrets or refusing to disclose confidential sources. Journalists in France have called on the government to fulfil its broken promises to recognise journalists’ legal right to protect their sources.

These assaults on media freedom have important implications for the European media:

1.
The AEJ finds a marked trend for national governments around Europe to use harsher methods, including heavy official “spin” and tighter controls on journalists’ access to information, to block media criticism. Journalists are coming under more pressure to censor themselves or toe a political line and not to challenge authority. The open confrontation between government and the media in Slovenia is mirrored in various ways in the UK, Ireland, Slovakia and the Czech Republic, among others.

2.
The media freedom rights enshrined in the European Convention on Human Rights, which is binding on all 47 member countries of the Council of Europe, are being undermined by abuses and the indifference of governments, and by journalists’ own neglect. Europe’s leaders and media have allowed the civil rights and media freedoms won for all Europeans at the end of the Cold War to be placed in doubt again. New forms of political and religious intolerance inside Europe and beyond its borders mean those battles must be won all over again.

3.
Media “dumbing down” has weakened public support for the media and also for media freedom, and 21st century economics have made news into a cheap commodity. Journalists need to demonstrate real commitment to objectivity and fairness – the gold standard of good journalism – to earn back public trust. Media freedom is not an optional extra. Without it, governments cannot be held to account and there can be no rule of law.

William Horsley

Brussels, February 28th 2008

EXTRACT FROM THE NOVEMBER 2008 REPORTS
Public Trust in the Media: Why is it Declining?

An Overview by William Horsley
Report for the Association of European Journalists

Linz, November 2008

The Association of European Journalists, a voluntary and independent association of media professionals, understands clearly the necessity of free and independent media in order to maintain the political health and openness of the societies in which we live and work. Not all the countries with AEJ sections are members of the European Union. But all of them, as members of the Council of Europe, have entered into firm commitments to the rule of law and civil and media rights. We believe that the current deep malaise afflicting the European press reflects a deep malaise in the political life of Europe as a whole.

The two Surveys of Media Freedom across Europe published by the AEJ in the past year found disturbing evidence that freedom and independence of the media are under assault and in retreat across much of Europe – including many cases of violence against journalists, censorship and self-censorship, oppressive laws, harassment and prosecution of journalists, and undue political and commercial pressures.

Urgent and coordinated action is needed, and we welcome the chance to contribute through the mechanisms of the Council of Europe to new ways of measuring, identifying and correcting serious violations of basic media freedoms in every part of Europe.

Our previous Surveys also uncovered very serious failings in the behaviour of the media themselves, including a host of concrete examples of declining professional standards, obvious political bias, sensationalism, libelous, lurid and tasteless coverage, and unjustified intrusions into people's privacy.

So journalists have to put their hands up – editors, reporters, producers and all. Media standards, our evidence shows, are also under assault, and there is evidence that they too have declined.

We are now seeking to examine the underlying causes for this decline, using the first-hand evidence of reports sent in by AEJ members in more than half our national sections.

Violence in Yerevan

But that analysis and self-criticism can only make sense when we have comprehended the crippling effect in some European states of open violence and intimidation of journalists – the effect of which is to make truly independent and fearless journalism impossible. In the past few days we have learned of a vicious assault carried out against an AEJ member in Armenia, who suffered serious head injuries when he was hit by a stone and beaten up by unknown assailants outside his home in Yerevan.

Our latest AEJ report on Armenia, focusing on the issue of public trust, details the shocking number of violent assaults on journalists. Many have been the victims of deliberate attacks, clearly motivated by a desire to stop them from continuing their reporting work. This year the number has reached a new peak, with at least seven open cases where no assailant has been identified, let alone prosecuted. Any failure to bring these cases to justice will grant impunity to those who are intent on damaging or destroying the country's remaining independent media.

Public trust is not possible when the free media are suppressed in such ways. As our new Armenian report says, the deepening polarisation of politics and the direct use of the media as a partisan battleground by rival political forces has led inexorably to deepening public mistrust of the authorised media too.

As a consequence, the media source that Armenians say they trust most is not any of their own national media, but the American radio station Radio Liberty.
Disaffection in France

Meanwhile the survival of many established media concerns is threatened, even in the richer countries of Europe, by the dramatic failure of the old business models which had long looked secure. France's President Nicolas Sarkozy stressed the scale of the crisis to the press and the body politic when he said "Democracy cannot function with a press permanently on the edge of an economic precipice."

French journalist unions have protested sharply against what is alleged to be creeping political control of the commanding heights of the country's media, cases of censorship ordered by editors friendly to the new president, and attacks by judges on the established right of journalists to keep secret their confidential sources for reports that may cause embarrassment to public figures.

Whatever the reason, the French public have shown their lack of confidence in their leading national newspapers by cutting subscriptions.

The most damning evidence of the French public's disaffection with their own national media is the finding from one recent opinion poll that 57% of French people do not regard the press as independent of one or other of the political parties.

Accuracy, quality and objectivity are the three pillars on which public trust in the media has to be built if it is to exist and to flourish. The effect of the widespread failure to do so is obvious from the results of opinion surveys.

The most complete of these is the Eurobarometer poll covering all 27 EU countries, published in July 2008. The key figure in that poll is the one for the overall level of public trust in the written press across the EU – it stands at just 44%.

The figures for popular trust in radio and TV as sources of information are somewhat higher – 53% and 61% respectively. But each of these figures is a lot lower than it was just ten years ago. Trust in the media is ebbing away.

What has gone wrong? And what remedies can there be?

AEJ evidence

The evidence from the AEJ's latest survey of trends in public trust and attitudes suggests that the European media are widely judged to be guilty of two different sins. The first is trivialisation, or a lack of seriousness, including an uncritical obsession with celebrity which could also be called misuse (or abuse) of media freedom.

The second is systematic political bias or lack of balance, which can be described either as a surrender of proper independence, or as a curtailment of that independence, depending on whether the bias is seen as voluntary or forced.

In advance of the AEJ's annual Congress in Linz, Austria, in late November, we received original reports from our journalist members in nine countries: Armenia, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Ireland, Moldova, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia, Spain and Turkey. Colleagues in other sections also contributed helpful comments and statistics, and I have used Britain as an example of some major pan-European trends in this report.
Britain

Britain is a prime example of a country where the main broadcasting channels, both BBC and commercial, have suffered a sharp decline in public trust because of multiple, highly-publicised cases of vulgar or sensationalist material being aired, or of clearly unprofessional editorial standards in programming, including rigged TV competitions and abuse of public trust in the way audiences were charged for taking part in popular phone-in programmes.

The BBC came in for biting press criticism and received more than 30,000 public complaints after a radio programme was aired in which "celebrity" presenter Jonathan Ross and programme host Russell Brand were heard dictating a series of obscene and offensive messages on to the telephone answerphone of the famous actor who played the part of Manuel in the classic comedy series, "Fawlty Towers" (Andrew Sachs). Although the BBC eventually suspended Ross for three months and the radio presenter resigned from his job along with a senior radio executive, the BBC was widely judged to be guilty of approving a systematic "dumbing-down" of its own programmes in a misguided attempt to attract younger audiences.

One British tabloid newspaper was successfully sued by the McCann family over wild and irresponsible allegations relating to the disappearance of their daughter Madeleine in Portugal – a story that brought out many shocking examples of sensationalist and invasive journalism, especially in Britain. Eurobarometer's poll found that the level of public respect for press reporters in Britain is the lowest recorded in any part of the EU – only 19%.

A European perspective

More evidence of public disapproval concerning Europe's media in general is contained in a poll published in early 2008 by Comres. It polled a range of people working in public affairs, and found that 73% of respondents believed that journalists regularly sensationalise issues rather than reporting them for their inherent worth. As many as 22% also said they trusted journalists "not at all".

Examples of journalists and editors forsaking editorial independence, either under pressure or for some perceived benefit, are to be found in almost every corner of Europe in the now widespread custom of public broadcasting systems being distorted by more or less overt political interference or control.

In Italy, where allies of the prime minister Silvio Berlusconi control the great majority of TV channels, directly or indirectly, public trust in television has sunk to only 35%, according to Eurobarometer's figures. Strikingly, in Poland, where AEJ reports have detailed the corruption of the supposedly impartial public broadcasting service by party political interests, public trust in TV remains high at 82%. In the Czech Republic, it is suggested that the rather high level of public trust accorded to the written press (56%) and to radio journalists as a source of information (73%) reflect the public's extreme distrust of the nation's political class.

In Spain, the AEJ report describes a corrosive series of assaults by the main political parties on the integrity of journalists working for mainstream newspapers and broadcasting stations. Ministerial and other public sector advertising budgets have been cynically used to punish or reward media according to how favourable or otherwise their coverage is judged to be. And in some cases political parties have sought to be rid of the inconvenience of journalists asking questions by barring them from doing so even at set-piece press events, and distributing their own video material about party meetings and announcements, without even inviting the media to attend events in person in the normal way.

In Hungary, too, the AEJ report judges that the media have sharply lost the esteem of the public since the heyday of the overthrow of Soviet communism by failing to act impartially in the drastically polarised world of Hungarian politics in recent years.

The harsh conclusion of an independent 2003 report in the UK on government communications was that a "three-way breakdown of trust" had taken place between government and politicians, the media and the general public. The Phillis Report added that this breakdown had led to "increasing disillusionment amongst parts of society", particularly the young and some ethnic groups.

That verdict could, according to our evidence, be justly applied to much of Europe.

There is a close link between the misuse of freedom by the media and the loss of public trust in the media. The only remedy is for journalists to live up to high standards of accuracy, quality and objectivity.

That requires courageous and persistent journalism to hold governments and the powerful to account. It requires a just and effective system of laws and regulations applied to the media, backed by a watchful and informed public. And it requires a new, more rigorous commitment by media organisations and editorial teams to stamp out the mindless sensationalism, the partisan bias and prejudice, and the sheer bad journalism that has led to the current crisis of public confidence in the profession.
William Horsley

AEJ Media Freedom Representative

Chairman, Association of European Journalists UK
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