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The research project we are presenting today raised a new research question concerning journalists:

are journalists today the victims of the existing structures and relations that undermine free, critical and responsible journalism 

or are they  part of these structures 

allowing these structures to persist through their own behaviour? 

In some of the countries under study there is an extensive literature on the position and work of journalists. In Serbia, for example, where I come from, there are studies from 2002, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2011. None of them looks at journalistic practices from this perspective – 

what are the abilities of journalists to confront relations and practices which instrumentalize the profession for particular group interests? 

What are journalists, as a distinctive professional group, 

doing to resist the institutional constraints of their everyday work?

The clear answer to the question we raised is that 
journalists are both the victims and constituents 

of structures and relations which obstruct democratic role of the media.

We talked yesterday a lot about these structures, relations and policies that keep the media captive to particular interests and prevent them from acting in the public interest. A fascinating aspect of that story are similarities in the structure of media systems of the countries under study, which otherwise differ in many respects. 

They differ in size, in the heritage of the past – not all are parts of former YU, 

in ethnic divisions – some are still strongly divided along ethnic lines,

in the burden of the war experience –

in EU membership.

But they have very strong similarities that produced very similar media systems. They are all characterized by a 
- poor economic development
- process of the formation of the business class and redistribution of wealth

- unconsolidated democracy, weak rule of law, partocratic nature of the political system 

- weak embedment of political parties in the interest structure of the society

- the lack of political consensus if not on the direction of development then on the means how to achieve it

and a strong need of the ruling parties to control the media in order to gain the public support for their policies and forge the social consensus.
Although  it may seem that particular business interests and pressures from the business circles make the strongest obstacle to media autonomy –  Croatia has gone the further in this direction – these countries are still in the stage where political interests and pressures from political centers of power determine the media functioning the most, by
using the media finance structures as the strongest means of influence. 
It is no wonder, then, that politics is the most often covered field in the media and The larger the extent of political struggle, the larger the extent of political pressures on the media.  

In our research, we provided numerous examples of journalistic practices that have enormous detrimental effects on social cohesion, on political culture,

credibility of the media, on the respect for the profession, 
that journalists still continue to perform.

There are the cases, for example, of 

a straightforward false representation of violent actions of one ethnic group as actions of another ethnic group done by the public service TV in Macedonia, 

- presentation of election material produced by political parties as the production of journalists - in Albania, not a rare case in Serbia as well, 

- defamation campaigns against political opponents that last not for days but for weeks in the Serbian tabloid press
- hate speech aimed at ethnic minorities, religion minorities, sexual minorities, and actors  with specific ideological positions – in Croatia 

-marginalization of relevant social topics and their interpretation in line with the ruling political agenda in Bosnia and Herzegovina,

accompanied everywhere by a disrespect for the right-to-reply, 

outright breaches of dignity of victims, privacy rights, protection of minors,  

domination of sensationalist reporting, infotainment, scandal, crime, and celebrity news. 
In all these countries there is a solid basis for university education of journalists. In general, journalists have – if not refined, then basic knowledge of elementary professional norms.

There are many explanations for professional behavior that contradicts professional norms and ethics. Some were offered yesterday  

I will concentrate on those that come from the economic and social position of journalists as a professional group and their attempts to collectively fight for their professional rights.

SLIDE 1

Journalists are a relatively large professional group, although in many cases we know very little about their professional characteristics. 

The lack of data on the media sector is another similarity of media systems studied, including data on journalists and their professional engagements. 

There are about 4-6.000 journalists in Serbia,   
about 5, 000 in Croatia

about 3,000 in BIH and Albania. 

In addition, there are hundreds of unemployed journalists.
The most recent released data from the 2011 population census n Serbia, April 2014, speak of 53 thousand people employed in information and communication industries, but they include, apart from publishing and broadcasting, various other economic activities, such as music recording, telecommunications, computer programming, IT services. Media industry is supposed to employ about 15-20 thousand people, but the number of journalists among them is unknown.

There is no body in Serbia that collects the data on journalists.

Journalism today is a disrespected, undesirable and unprosperous profession. Until 25 years ago, at least in former Yugoslavia, it used to be all opposite. 
Speaking of post-Yugoslavia countries in our research, we could say that  economic position of journalist is the biggest victim of the media system transition. 
SLIDE 2

The economic and social position of journalists is highly unfavorable:

It is characterized by 

· job insecurity, 

· small salaries, 
· poor health care and retirement insurance, 

· hard work conditions

· low social prestige, 
which places it among the least respected and least desirable professions.
SLIDE 3

The average wage for journalists is lower than the country average.
It ranges from 250 to 400 E, somewhat higher in Croatia. 

In many cases, there are no collective agreements, work contracts, minimal wages. 
Wages and social insurance are paid irregularly, with a delay. 

In Serbia there are examples of journalists who were not fully paid for 14, 12 and 9 months. The latest involves a national TV station with 5 overdue pays, which was finally shut down. 

Journalists work a lot, under high stress and pressure; they are frustrated, worried about their future, and often forced to take additional jobs outside journalism. Many of them wish to change profession.

Journalists complain that their situation has never been worse than it is today.

There is no research showing to what extent this is the result of structural changes of the media industry brought about by new information technologies and to what extent it is the result of the global economic crisis and the permanent crisis of local economies.

There are many indicators, though, that the consequences of the economic crisis are felt most severely precisely in the media sector. 
Journalists with unprotected labour and social rights cannot be expected to protect the public interest. They rather behave as Opportunist facilitators of the government agenda.  In Serbia, one can often hear the argument – How can you expect from journalists to question government officials if they do not dare to ask the media owner when they will get their salary, which they honestly earned. 

An interesting case happened about a half a year ago – a young journalist of TV Pink, the largest commercial TV broadcaster in Serbia, posted on her Facebook profile an open letter to Pink’s owner Zeljko Mitrovic, stating.... I work. I am not paid for my work. Mr, Mitrovic, please pay us for our work. She became a hero of social networks. She got fired after this, and TV Pink sent a public message - We ask all those who are not satisfied with conditions of work at Pink to do us a favour and quit their jobs. 
Another factor seriously undermining the sense of public interest responsibility is a poor protection of journalists’ safety.

In Serbia, BIH, and Macedonia, journalists are often exposed to physical attacks, threats, and various forms of harassment. In Serbia, 4 journalists live with 24-hour police protection, one of them since 2005, two others from 2009.
How do journalists resist? 

Is there a strong professional identity, professional integrity, professional solidarity, appreciation of professional achievements, condemnation of unprofessional behavior? 

The answer to this questions is the same one - Barely. 

Journalists are passive, polarized and fragmented
SLIDE 4

Professional self-organising - as a way to build professional identity and solidarity - is still an ongoing process, facing many difficulties. Journalists here are left to their own. Media owners are not interested in basing the development of the industry on strong professional grounds. 
Trade unions do exist everywhere, but they are weak. 
In Serbia, the number of journalists in trade unions is small and therefore unknown. According to some sources, only 10% of journalists are members of trade unions. It is symptomatic that trade unions exist only in state media and in privatized media, as relicts of the past. 
They do not exist in private media nor in foreign-owned media.

However, it should be noted that in all these countries trade unions are weak  in other industries as well. 

It is their governments that do not want strong trade unions and 
disregard them as appropriate partners in a social dialogue. 

Associations of journalists also exist in all of these countries. 

In many cases, they are divided along political lines, ethnic lines, interest lines. 
They suffer with finances, with motivation of engaged people,

the lack of efficient means to protect journalists when their rights are violated.
A common complaint of journalists across the region is that journalists associations only issue public notices and statements when the rights of journalists are violated. 

It is, again, other state institutions, that do not react appropriately to these activities of professional associations. Government officials that directly limit journalists rights – physically attack them or prevent them from attending public events – are never condemned, even less punished, for their behavior. 
However active, associations of journalists fail to build professional solidarity.

The institutional pressures on the work of journalists are stronger than the ability of these associations to get other system institutions and actors to action in order to protect journalists’ rights. 

The orientation of the profession to self-regulation is still weak. 
Self-regulatory mechanisms are in the early phase of development and everywhere face the problem of finances, even when they achieve some positive results. This is another illustration of the lack of the interest of media owners to base the media development on strong professional grounds. 
In most cases, journalists fail to build professional integrity and solidarity in their newsrooms. Their rights in regard to owners and management are not defined. Even in Croatia, the only country where the law requires that decision competences be clearly defined between owners, managers, editors and journalists, in a special document, the Media Statute, there are no encouraging results because 

the law is either disrespected or only formally respected.
In their newsrooms, journalists have not managed to establish or preserve the practice of selecting editors-in-chief and other editors on the basis of their professional competencies. Editors are closer to owners or management than to journalists, selected on the basis of their eligibility to owners’ interests and behave as mediators of outside interests and source of pressure on journalists. The rare exceptions in this case are the media owned by journalists. 
In part of the book on Macedonia, there is a good analysis of an important role of editors in a clientelistic chain, consisting of political actors, the judiciary, media owners, editors, and journalists as the last link in this chain. 
In Serbia, in public debates on the state of journalism, no one is satisfied with, one can often hear the question: Why is it that journalists were able to resist a very harsh repression in the regime of Slobodan Milosevic 
but fail to act as a controlling institution of the government today 

when there is no direct repression?

Journalists are accused as being cowards, being directly corrupted.

The finance and ownership structures of the media system and media policies are rarely mentioned in these debates. 

In the time of Milosevic, there existed alternative ways of media funding which do not exist today. 
Media were financed by political parties, by advertisers of opposition political orientation, by foreign bank loans, by foreign donors.
For journalists who wanted to adhere to professional standards and serve the public interest, there was an alternative. They could leave their media under state control and establish new ones or join the already existing ones because these media could survive owing to these alternative ways of funding. Today, such alternatives do not exist. 

The media cannot escape the existing media finance structures that make them dependent on politically controlled funds.

Media policies are designed to preserve the control over media 

Democratic potentials of new media institutions - independent regulator,

public service broadcasting - were blocked from developing. 

Crisis situations - like the one in Serbia last month with catastrophic floods -  show the social importance of free and professional media.

The public – betrayed so many times, tired of disappointment – demonstrated again an enormous support for free and critical media. 

What was not changed – is the attitude of the government – its need to control the media, its means of imposing control, its arrogant view that media are its natural ruling resource, its unlimited ability to impose repression and censorship in a new technological way. 

This support of the public to free media is the only thing that gives hope that media reforms will set in the direction of a greater media autonomy. Important changes in Serbia are expected with the implementation of the Media Strategy, already delayed for more than a year.  
The journalist community must produce a synergy between trade unions and professional organizations in order to make some changes in the economic status and professional position of journalists. 

But above all, it must find ways to re-establish the alliance with the civil society in order to create new conditions for media functioning.

The question is whether this awareness exists among journalists and their professional associations and how this alliance can be forged and made effective.
If this project helps to strengthen the awareness among journalists on the need of the alliance with the civil society, it will be successful.   

