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NEW PROPOSALS ON MEDIA OWNERSHIP

Proposals to reform media ownership rules were published today by Culture 

Secretary, Tessa Jowell, and Trade and Industry Secretary, Patricia Hewitt The 

proposals, published in a document C o n s u lta tio n  on M e d ia  O w n e rs h ip  Rules, are 

intended to maintain diversity, plurality and competition in the media market.

Tessa Jowelt said:

"The existing media ownership rules are outdated, inconsistent and not 

flexible enough to respond to the rapid change we have seen in media 

markets. ' .

“In devising new rules, we must strike a balance between economic growth 

and our nation’s democratic health. We need both if we are to preserve the 

unique culture of dissent, debate and public service that is our media.- ' 

"Given the possibilities of new technologies and new services that offer
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greater choice for consumers, there may be less need for ownership rules in 

the future. But, while most people engage with the media in its traditional 

forms, legislation must also reflect the present situation.

“Striking the right balance will be difficult but not impossible, and we would 

like as many people as possible to help us by engaging in the consultation 

process." .

Patricia Hewitt said:

"As with any other industry, it is important that the regulatory regime for 

the media industry should promote competition, and not impose 

unnecessary regulations. But the media remains unique because of its role 

informing public opinion. Competitipn between opinions and viewpoints is 

as important as economic competition and we need to create a framework 

in which both will flourish.

"New rules must provide a framework that the industry and consumers can 

rely on, while being flexible enough to respond to the challenges of 

technological and market development." •

The key aims of reform are to:

• retain a diversity of content from a plurality of sources;

promote competition;
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be deregulatory where possible; '

be flexible in allowing legislation to adapt to changing market conditions;

and

provide as much predictability as possible for business.

The consultation paper builds on the framework for reform of media ownership 

rules set out in the White Paper, A New Future fo r  Communications, published in 

December 2000. The consultation will last two months - the deadline for 

responses is 25 January - and will inform the draft Bill on Communications, due for 

publication next year.

Notes for Editors .

1. The Summary from Consultation on Media Ownership Rules is attached to

this press release. The full text of the consultation document can be found on the 

DCMS website: www.culture.gov.uk ■ . .

2. Tessa Jowell announced that there.would we would seek views on how best 

to regulate media ownership in her speech to the Society of Editors on 22 October 

2001. Full text of her speech is on the DCMS website.

Press Enquiries: 020 7211 6267/6273 

Public Enquiries: 020 7211 6270 

Out of hours pager: 07769 751153 

Website: www.culture.gov.uk
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(E x tra c t fro m  Consultation on Media Ownership Rules, D C M S /D T I, 2 6  N o v e m b e r  2 0 0 1 )  

S u m m a ry

In th e  C om m unications W h ite  Paper, th e  G o v ern m en t invited responses on a lim ite d  range  

o f  proposals fo r  m edia ownership re form . W e  have considered these responses and w o u ld  

n o w  like to  o ffe r  an o p p o rtu n ity  fo r  fu rth er co n su lta tio n  on som e m o re  developed  options  

fo r  change. W e  w ould  encourage responses fro m  a ll in terested  parties, inside and outs ide  

th e  m edia . . .

W e  have set o u t in som e d eta il th e  need fo r  o w nersh ip  rules, th e  a rgum ents  fo r  

deregu la to ry  change, an d  th e  principles w e  w ill fo llo w  in devising n e w  rules. W e  w o u ld  like 

to  encourage co n su lta tion  and fu rth er debate on  a ll aspects o f th e  paper, and  on th e  genera l 

approach th a t should be taken  to  address m edia  ownership . , ' ■

O n  balance, h ow ever, w e  consider th a t no one approach  w ill be su itab le  fo r  a ll m edia and  

th a t , as th e  W h ite  Paper suggested, d iffe ren t m a rk e ts  w ill continue to  requ ire  d iffe ren t 

approaches to  regu lation . W e  have th ere fo re  asked som e m ore d e ta iled  questions a b o u t  

h o w  th is  m ig h t be achieved in C hap ter 6 . These are  sum m arised b e low .

G en era l prohibitions

As proposed in  th e  W h ite  Paper, w e  w ill revoke th e  rules preventing  loca l au th o rities  and  . 

advertising  agencies fro m  ow ning m edia com panies, b u t w ill keep th e  p ro h ib itio n  on  

ow nersh ip  b y  political parties . , •

Foreign O w nersh ip  •

O u r  w orking  assum ption  rem ains th a t  o f  th e  W h ite  Paper, ie. th a t  w e  w ill  keep  th e  curren t 

prohib itions on non-EEA ownership o f b roadcasters. •

Religious O w nersh ip  •

As proposed in th e  W h ite  Paper, w e  w ill  l i f t  th e  d isqualification  on re lig ious o rgan isations  

hold ing  a local d ig ita l sound p rogram m e service licence. V iew s are in v ite d  as to  w h e th e r w e, 

should rem ove a ll restric tions on religious organ isations holding broadcasting  licences, and  

in  p articu lar w h e th e r re lig ious organisations should  b e  able to  hold; '

-  a n a tio n a l d ig ita l sound p ro gram m e serv ice  licence

-  a m u ltip lex  licence (local o r n a tio n a l). .
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Television

As proposed in th e  W h ite  Paper, w e  w ill revoke th e  rule which proh ib its  single o w n ersh ip  o f  

the tw o  London ITV  licences. -

W e said in th e  W h ite  Paper th a t  w e w o u ld  replace th e  15 %  lim it on sh are  o f T V  aud ience  

w ith  a new  system  fo r ensuring p lura lity  in television services. W e  are n o w  c o m m itte d  to  

rem oving this ru le  en tire ly .

W e  w ou ld  w elcom e view s on an a lte rna tive  approach w hich  could ensure a p lu ra lity  o f  a t  

least 4  separa te ly  contro lled  broadcasters providing fre e -to -a ir  an a logue te lev is ion  services, 

by preventing th e  jo in t ow nership o f IT V  and Channel 5 . •

W e  propose to  re ta in  th e  nom inated  nevvs provider system  fo r IT V , b u t in tro d u ce  a 

provision to  a llo w  th e  G overnm ent, on advice fro m  O FC O M , to  revoke i t .  W e  w e lc o m e  

views on this approach.

The W h ite  Paper also said th a t w e  w ould  consider relaxing th e  2 0 %  l im it  on ow nersh ip  o f  

th e  n om inated  new s provider. W e  are persuaded th a t th is  lim it is incon sistent w ith  th e  ' 

dem ands o f e ffe c tiv e  m ana g e m e n t and th a t  th e  developm ent o f  th e  m a rk e t  fo r  new s w il l  

p erm it liberalisation. W e  w ould  w e lco m e opinions on w h a t, if  an y , ow nersh ip  lim jt  m ig h t  

constitu te  an ap p ro p ria te  safeguard o f th e  new s provider’s independence -  one o p tio n

w ould  be to  raise th e  l im it  to  4 0 % , requiring  a m in im um  o f  th re e  ow n ers .\ ' -

Radio - • ■

W e  proposed in  th e  W h ite  Paper to  consider th e  possibility  o f devising a sim pler, fa ire r  

regim e fo r  radio  ow nersh ip  to  replace th e  current radio points system , o r  revoking th e  

schem e co m p le te ly .

View s are inv ited  on w h e th e r th e  existing  points system  should be abolished in respect o f  

U K -w ide.ow nership . N o  a lte rna tive  system  w o u ld  be estab lished to  l im it  to ta l  .

concentrations o f  radio  ownership . It  cou ld  be le f t  to  th e  c o m p etitio n  au th orities  to  

determ ine th e  ap p ro p ria te  lim its  on th e  accum ulation  o f  radio in te res ts  o n  a U K -w id e  basis.

W e  w ou ld  vvelcom e also w e lco m e view s on: .

■ th e  Radio A u th o rity /C o m m e rc ia l Radio Com panies Association proposals th a t, a t  th e  

local leveL O F C O M  cou ld  be responsible fo r  ensuring, v ia  a n e w  po in ts  system , th a t  in each  

area w ith  a w e ll-d e v e lo p e d  choice o f rad io  services th e re  are a t  leas t 3  ow ners  o f
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ind ep en d en t local radio services in addition  to  th e  B B C  W e  consider th ese  proposals to  

h ave  strong attrac tio ns . .

• w h e th e r w e  should l if t  th e  specific d isqualification  fro m  ow nership o f  m ore  th a n  o ne  

n a tio n a l radio licence.

• th e  suggestion th a t  O FC O M  should be responsible fo r  in s titu tin g  a  schem e th a t  

ensured a t lea s t 3  ow ners o f  local d ig ita l sound p ro gram m e service licences in each area , 

an d  also ensured p lu ra lity  o f ownership o f m u ltip lex  licences. .

• w h e th e r, in ad d itio n  to  th e  proposals in 6 .3 .1 3 , O F C O M  should be ab le  to  p rev en t th e  

o n w ard  sale o f  licences fo r  a tw o  ye ar period  a fte r  th e ir  aw ard , w h e re  it  believed  a change  

o f  co n tro l w o u ld  jeopard ise  th e  character o f  th ’e service.

N ew spapers

W e  prom ised in  th e  W h ite  Paper to  consider a lig h te r to uch  approach fo r  new spaper 

m ergers. W e  w o u ld  w e lc o m e  views on tw o  options fo r  re form : '

T h e  special new sp ap er reg im e could be re fo rm ed  to  g ive O F C O M  th e  d u ty  o f  assessing 

w h e th e r a p articu lar new spaper transfer w ou ld  com prom ise th e  accurate presen tation  o f  

new s and fre e  expressiot^of opinion. O F C O M  cou ld  advise th e  S ecre tary  o f  S ta te  on  

w h e th e r to  p ro h ib it th e  m e rg er o r subject i t  to  conditions on “fre ed o m  o f  expression” 

grounds. T he  in d ep en d en t co m p etition  au th orities  w o u ld  separa te ly  assess th e  m e rg er on  

co m p etitio n  grounds. T h e  m o st negative o u tco m e w ou ld  p re v a il

A n  a lte rn a tiv e  process could  involve th e  repeal o f  th e  special new spaper provisions. An  

excep tio na l p ub lic  in te re s t g a tew ay  under th e  re fo rm e d  genera l m e rg er re g im e  w o u ld  be  

crea ted , so th a t  th e  S ecre tary  o f S tate  fo r  T rade and Industry  could ca ll in  any new spaper 

m e rg e r case w h ich  g ave rise to  freedom  o f expression concerns. O F C O M  could have th e  

ro le  o f advising th e  S ecre tary  o f S tate  on fre ed o m  o f expression issues in such cases. The  

D ire c to r G en era l o f  Fair T rad ing  w ou ld  a d v is e th e  S ecre tary  o f  S ta te  on th e  co m p etitio n  

issues. The S ec re ta ry  o f  S ta te  w ould  be th e  u lt im a te  decision m aker.

I f  e ith e r  o p tio n  w e re  to  be adopted, w e  w o u ld  also w e lco m e v iew s on:

-  th e  m e rits  o f ta k in g  local titles  o u t  o f  th e  n ew spaper reg im e . In particu lar, w e  w ou ld  

w e lc o m e  suggestions as to  how  "local" should be defined  fo r  th is  purpose.

-  th e  m e rits  o f  ex ten d in g  th e  new sp ap er reg im e to  a ll q ua lify in g  acquisitions, regardless  

o f  w h e th e r  th e  p o te n tia l o w n er is an ex is ting  new sp ap er p ro p rie to r o r not;
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-  w h e th e r th e  scope o f controls should be revised in relation  to  new spaper assets;

-  w h e th e r it  is appropriate to  retain the crim in a l sanctions th a t  underpin th e  reg im e .

Cross-m edia ow nership

W e  said in th e  W h ite  Paper th a t  w e  w ere  still considering o ur approach to  cross-m edia  

ow nership, and w e  inv ited  com m ents. W e  w o u ld  like to  extend th e  d eb a te  th ro u g h  th is  

docum ent. W e  inv ite  views on th e  fo llow ing o ptions fo r  a system  th a t  w o u ld  be app lied  in 

paralle l to  n a tio n a l and local m arkets:

W e  could  re ta in  th e  existing lim its  on cross-m edia ow nership, o r w e cou ld  do a w a y  w ith  

crossrm edia lim its  altogether, and re ly  on regulations w ith in  separate m ed ia  and  

co m p etitio n  law  to  m e e t our objectives.

W e .co u ld  re fo rm u la te  th e  existing rules, a tte m p tin g  to  incorporate th e  e x te n t to  w h ich  

d iffe re n t m edia d iffe r in th e ir  influence, so th a t, fo r  exam ple, n ew spaper ow ners m ig h t be ' 

m ore lim ite d  in th e  T V  interests th e y  controlled th a n  radio owners w e re . A lte rn a tiv e ly  w e  

could establish th e  sam e set o f  lim its  on a ll fo rm s o f  cross-m edia ow nership . For ex am p le , 

no o w n e r m ig h t be a llow ed  to  con tro l m ore th an  2 0 %  o f  th e  audience in  any 3  m a rk e ts , o r  

rhore th a n  3 0 %  o f  an y  tw o  m arkets, regardless o f  th e  particu lar nature o f  the m a rk e ts  

involved. A  com parab le system  w ith  d iffe ren t lim its  m ig h t be applied to  local m a rk e ts .

W e  w o u ld  also w e lco m e view s as to  w h e th e r th e  lim its  on  cross-m edia ovynership (w h e th e r  

o r n o t th e y  are a lte red ) should be com bined w ith  a rule th a t  these lim its  could be exceeded  

i f  th e  acqu iring  p a rty  satisfied a p lu ra lity  tes t. (An exam ple  o f a p lu ra lity  te s t is a t  A n n ex  B) 

i f  so. should  decisions be taken  b y  d F C O M  o r b y  M in isters?

R eview  o f  ow nersh ip  rules

V iew s are  sought as to  w h e th e r a ll m ed ia  ow nersh ip  rules should be sub ject to  a u to m a tic  

rev iew  b y  O F C O M  e v ery  2  years. L im its could be am en ded  through  an O rd e r b y  th e  

S ecre tary  o f  S ta te , on th e  recom m endation  o f  O F C O M .
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