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Mr Assistant Director-General of UNESCO, ladies and gentlemen, good morning. I’m grateful for the chance to share some opening thoughts with you. I speak from the perspective of a journalist, and as a representative of the Association of European Journalists, an independent organisation of media professionals which is active in every part of Europe and strives for high professional standards as well as media freedom and independence.
Our members have diverse opinions, we are not a monolithic organisation. But I can assure you that journalists also believe that they should be held to high standards of professional ethics and self-regulation. Their working practices need to be open to scrutiny because of their crucial role in holding governmental powers to account and informing the public in an age of the digital revolution and “information overload”. I will point to some of the common failings, which have led in some cases to a decline in public trust. Mistakes must be publicly corrected. The road ahead is crowded with professional and ethical uncertainties.
But first I invite you to think big – to see the issue of media ethics and self-regulation not in isolation, but as one of the things needed to maintain a vigorous and critical media, which is rightly recognised by European and international institutions as essential to democracy and open government. It would be wrong to focus only on media self-regulation and ethics, when the central problem is much broader: in many states journalists face reprisals, or are even labelled as criminals for doing their job of inquiring and reporting matters of legitimate public interest.
In present-day Europe, every year hundreds of journalists face the risk of criminal prosecution under bad laws related to alleged defamation, or for protecting their confidential sources, or for exposing wrongdoing by officials or others in powerful positions.

Free and independent media can only function with the protection of neutral, transparent laws, and independent systems of justice. Those things must shield journalists and media organisations from interference by governments, as well as other powerful political or commercial interests. But instead, the media’s legitimate defences are often taken away. For example, there should be no place for laws which give special protection to high officials. Their performance must be open to press and public scrutiny.

And it is all too common, in eastern and western Europe, for political forces to manipulate, control or simply take ownership of influential media. That includes a large number of newspapers run by local government authorities and television stations which should be regulated by fair and transparent rules being used instead as platforms for partisan interests. Governments, too, must practise self-regulation and self-restraint. That means keeping their hands off the media. So must any religious authority in any society that upholds freedom of belief.
So when lapses in journalistic standards, whether real or imagined, do occur, they must not become a pretext for exclusion, state licensing, or harsher laws curtailing legitimate media freedom. A government adviser in a former communist bloc country told me not long ago: “We’d like to allow our media to be free, as they are in your country, but our media can’t be trusted to get it right!” No!

In our Association, we are very aware that the societies in Europe which suffered from totalitarian rule for many years have had only a short time to practise the rulebook of free expression and media diversity. They often need help. In parts of western Europe, unfortunately, some of the rules appear to have been unlearned. Here is a shortlist of the main threats to independent and quality journalism today.
First, in some states journalism has become dangerous: too often media workers face physical violence, assassination, intimidation and threats of arbitrary criminal prosecution, or pressures such as fear of loss of employment. All these lead to censorship or self-censorship, and standards suffer.

Second, the economics of journalism have grown fragile. Across the whole of Europe, many if not most journalists live precariously in terms of security of employment, and many say they have too little time to check facts and seek out first-hand sources of information. Again, standards are bound to suffer. Should public funds be used on a large scale to save journalism? There’s an enthical and political question!

Third, journalists have lost much of their privileged status as the ones with exclusive access to the newsmakers, and as the arbiters of news and public debate. The “gatekeepers” or managing editors of the net are largely not journalists, but internet service providers and website moderators. The traditional news media face what we might call total competition from “aggregators” of information like Google and new players like Wikileaks, playing by their own rules. Such material raises old questions about what is fit to print or show in new ways, and on a massive scale.
A book by Guardian journalists about their often stormy collaboration with Wikileaks over the publication of thousands of secret US diplomatic cables is to appear in bookshops within a few days. All this information, and the vast outpouring of information by activists, consumers and others on social media, lead to pressures for speed and sensation over quality and depth.
And that leads to the last point: journalism has in some cases been weakened from within, when standards of accuracy and fairness are seen to decline, or when media succumb to the temptation to become a front for PR or political propaganda.
The result is that consumers lose trust in those media. There are also well-documented cases of journalists using phone-tapping and subterfuge routinely as a way of getting stories. A case in point is the police investigation now under way in the UK into alleged phone-hacking by journalists of the mobile phones of large numbers of famous people. Two people have already been sent to jail after being convicted for that offence. In the former Soviet Union there are also cases of “journalists for sale” – allowing whoever pays for media space to disseminate unfounded smears against business or political rivals. That is not journalism, and it destroys public trust.

As I have suggested, these are all problems which cannot be fully solved by editors and journalists by themselves. They also call for the proper rules to be followed by owners, employers, regulators and local and national officials. That is clearly spelled out in the useful list of 27 Indicators for Media in a Democracy drawn up by the Council of Europe in 2008.
In these circumstances it is vitally important for professional journalists to distinguish themselves by their professional standards, backed by agreed codes of ethics, such as those by the International Federation of Journalists and BBC News, where I myself worked for some 30 years.

Lately some media commentators have argued that impartiality in news coverage is not achievable, and instead it must be accepted that journalists are subjective in their judgements. In my view that is quite wrong. The old universal rules of journalism are the only ones which can deliver real quality and create long-term public trust.

The key elements of those rules were well expressed by the Foreign Editor of the New York Times, Susan Chira, when she said:
Journalists in the mainstream media are expected to meet well-established criteria and standards. They go through training...which helps them make decisions about the reliability of information that are far more complicated than I think many citizen journalists, bloggers or Twitterers may realize.

Secondly, she points out, mainstream media are publicly accountable for any errors that their journalists make. Of course the mainstream media do not always live up to those standards. It’s good that publics are growing more critical and demanding.
But those are the benchmarks of journalistic standards and ethics: accuracy, reliability, fair treatment of all, including minorities, and a proper regard for the law.

The internet age presents us all with new dilemmas and questions – for example, about the mass dissemination of a government’s secrets, downloaded onto a computer disc; about codes of conduct by bloggers and other citizen journalists; and about respect for privacy when the old boundaries appear to be moving in front of our eyes.

I want to end by stressing again that journalists have a right to expect that governments live up to their commitments to allow a free contest of ideas through the media, in the public interest. When the media are forced to be one-sided, and fail to ask searching questions, the result can easily be unaccountable power, fraudulent elections and the systematic corruption of the body politic.
Too often – and I say this deliberately to this distinguished audience – international commitments to protect media freedom and the safety and professional rights of journalists have been sacrificed to the Realpolitik of relations between states. The international community must do better. This is a test for UNESCO, and also for the EU’s institutions and the Commission. I was pleased to hear Mr Kesteris from the European Commission saying here that the importance of those things has been neglected.
Journalists are looking to Mr Barroso, and Mr van Rompuy, and Mr Jagland of the Council of Europe. There are concerns, too, about the EU’s own media policies. The AEJ and other representative journalists organisations want an honest and open dialogue, which may lessen the frustration and antagonisms that is sometimes evident on both sides. That would greatly benefit us all. Thank you.
