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New perspectives for public service
broadcasting on the Balkans

KAS-workshop with media experts from SEE in Tirana. Their conclusion: The
legislation for public service media in the most countries of South East Europe
could be a good basis for an independent journalistic work, in favor of democ-
racy. What looks good in theory, however, often fails in reality due to obscure
structures, political influence and, in many cases, financing dependable on the

state.
Rieke Smit

At the invitation of the KAS Media Programme
South East Europe, the Article-10-EMRK working
group of media experts (named after the Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights) discussed
about the legal and financial framework of public
service broadcasters in the region. The workshop
took place on October 8™ in Tirana. In their

presentations the participants from Albania, Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, Mol-
dova, North Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and
Hungary covered the current situation in the re-
spective countries. They provided an overview of
the legal basis of public service media and their
financing.
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Hendrik Sittig, head of the KAS Media Pro-
gramme South East Europe, emphasised at the
opening of the expert workshop that the public
service media is one of the most important com-
ponents of democracy. Journalists must be able
to work independently and without political or
economic influence. The protests in Bulgaria and
Serbia in the last months showed once again how
precarious the situation for public service media
in South East Europe is. Only independent and
well-financed public service broadcasters can ful-
fill their mission in democracy successfully: infor-
mation, education and entertainment.

Prof. Dr. Johannes Weberling, Head of the De-
partment of Media Law at the Viadrina European
University in Frankfurt (Oder), also welcomed the
experts. In the most of the West European coun-
tries, public service media are a mirror of the so-
ciety and the supervisory boards represent the
citizens, he said. That is less the case in South
East Europe.

Good legal basis, unsuccessful imple-
mentation

Dr. Brikena Kasmi, lawyer and lecturer at the
University of Tirana, described the situation of
the public service media in Albania. She con-
cluded her report with the following words: I
tried to find issues in our legal framework but
there are not so many. The main problem is in
the election and functioning of the supervisory
board, the civil society does not actively take part.
According to the law the citizens can propose
members, but in the end parties are those who
choose.”

Ljiljana Zurovac, director of the press council
Bosnia-Herzegovina, described the complex situ-
ation in her country. The public service media is
divided into three institutions - similar to the
complicated structure of the country. The respec-
tive board members should represent the peo-
ple, but in reality the candidates would be elected
according to their political background. “Public
services are not in the service of the public, but of
certain parties”, she summarised the difficult situ-
ation. The experts from Bulgaria Emil Georgiev
and Dr. Denitza Toptchiyska explained the cur-

rent situation in their country and the back-
ground of the protest in September against the
management of the Bulgarian National Radio
(BNR) - see also the detailed report of the KAS
Media Programme. Their conclusion was as fol-
lows: “Bulgaria may have an adequate legal basis
to maintain media independence, but the country
lacks the necessary political will to enforce it ac-
cordingly.” The reports from the other countries
included similar results. In the most cases, there
are laws to ensure good functioning public ser-
vice media, but they often fail to offer precise fi-
nancing models and explicit compliance with the

rules that guarantee independence.

The experts provided an overview of the situation in
their countries.
Source: KAS MP SEE

Develop long-term strategies

In the workshops afterwards two topics were dis-
cussed in depth: the choice and structure of the
supervisory boards and the financing models. To-
gether with Prof. Dr. Weberling the group devel-
oped recommendations on how the work of
broadcasting councils of public service media can
become more independent. Among other things,
they should better represent the society in terms
of selection and number of members.
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Various financing models of the public service media
in the region were discussed.

Source: KAS MP SEE

For example, Germany has broadcasting councils
with more than 35 members, who are chosen by
a variety of different organisations relevant for
the public. In addition, the proportion of repre-
sentatives of the state and parties should not ex-
ceed one third. This guarantees further political
independence.

The second working group was moderated by
Dobrina Trifonova, project coordinator of the
KAS Media Programme, and dealt with the financ-
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ing of public service media. Above all, it is im-
portant to have a stable financing that can be
long-term and sustainable. With regard to inde-
pendence, a fee model would be preferable.
However, for this to happen, it is necessary for
the people to be aware of and to value an inde-
pendent and qualified public service media in or-
der to be willing to pay for it.

The discussions have shown that the problems of
public service media in South East Europe affect
not just individual countries but the entire region.
The challenges are very similar. And once again it
became clear that the independence of the
broadcasters is influenced notably by the factors
supervisory boards and financing. For that re-
forms should be implemented.

The KAS Media Programme South East Europe
will continue to monitor the development of pub-
lic service broadcasting in the region and support
them in their work towards greater independ-
ence. The results of this workshop will be pub-
lished in a summary paper.
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