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The title of the Ministerial Conference, A New Notion of Media? describes the current evolution and restructuring
of the media and information landscape. The following paper presents some of the positions of the European
Federation of Journalists (EFJ) and identifies questions to be considered during the Conference in Reykjavik.

1. Many Media, One Ethic

In a world of changing technology, in which traditional media platforms converge and consumer media habits
change rapidly, the traditional division of journalism between print and broadcasting has become blurred.
Moreover, most of the media now add user generated content to the traditional professional content. Codes of
ethics have been developed within the press, and newspapers have been fiercely independent of the state and
able to operate in relatively free markets whereas broadcasting was regulated by the state in terms of ownership
and licences.

For this reason it is not possible any longer simply to perpetuate the newspaper tradition that lies behind existing
codes, or to maintain regulations that have controlled the environment of broadcast news for decades. We also
have to revisit the relationship between free expression and media freedom and explore the differences between
them.

Today free expression, press freedom and truth seeking remain natural allies, particularly when they face
common enemies — such as states that impose censorship or use propaganda to shape the public
information space.

But it is not enough for us to have the right to express our opinions. We must also have access to quality
information that provides context, analysis, and commentary about the complex world in which we live.

The development of “citizen journalism” and the active engagement of people outside the newsroom in news
gathering raise new questions of ethical values and responsibility.

For journalists’ unions and associations, journalists, whether freelance or employed as staff journalists, are those
who earn the major part of their livelihood from the practice of journalism. They are bound by professional
responsibilities and this provides the unifying thread to their work — whether they operate in a print, broadcast or
online environment.

The ethical code of conduct guides the way they work and most understand well the principles of their trade and
profession. Journalists need to take individual responsibility for their work and most of them want to express
the moral dimension of their journalism. Indeed, this is why many journalists were attracted to the job in the
first place, but they cannot do any of this unless they work in an environment which respects the right to act
according to conscience.

This is not to criticise those who think of themselves as bloggers or citizen journalists, some of whom also
have high ethical standards. However, there is an obligation on all those who earn their living from
journalism to respect professional standards and to check facts that goes far beyond the individual
responsibility on those who do it as amateurs.

The challenging question in the current environment is: how is it possible to tell what is true and what are
lies, or wishful thinking? The Internet surfer has no guide to this colourful bazaar of loud voices, many of
them strident and opinionated. They must rely on their own ability to judge fact from fiction and to find
reliability and consistency. In some ways, we have returned to the days when travelling merchants bring the
news, and the same need to know who is reporting and who is dissembling.

In recent years, there have been discussions about “rating” or “approving” websites, however any system for
validating bits of the web seems doomed, since the questions about which sites are honest and reliable
simply shift to become questions about the integrity and reliability of those who do the validating.
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2. “Citizen Journalism” is a Question of Quality

Public engagement in media always existed and technological convergence means that this engagement
will stay and develop. For example during accidents or natural disasters like the 2004 tsunami, many of the
most evocative and terrible images were captured by tourists and local people on camera phones and hand-
held video recorders, providing primary source material for unprecedented media coverage.

Moreover, traditional media use every opportunity to encourage the reader or viewer to participate in their
work. Blogging platforms have been introduced by major media and journalism websites are interactive,
with the audience encouraged to send in their own images or eyewitness accounts of major news events.

This is leading to fears within journalism that in an age of cost-cutting, media owners may dispense with
professional staff altogether and diminish in the process people’s access to reliable information.

However, there is also a growing number of journalists who want to focus on how an active audience can
improve coverage and raise the credibility of media that are accused of reporting events superficially.
Collaborative effort between established media and community groups has made it possible to develop so-
called ‘hyperlocal’ coverage, with a reporter’'s core work backed up by additional information supplied
online.

2.a The role of user generated content

A key element in the debate about how the Internet and people outside the newsroom are changing the
relationship between journalists, their audience and their sources of information is how to harness these new
connections to improve the quality of media.

The consistent failure of purely amateur-run publications suggests that quality will always depend on the
added value of professional competence and the application of ethical principles.

The ubiquitous camera phone and email inbox provide millions of images and messages through which
media trawl| every day for added value in their traditional reporting of events. But we are seeing a profound
and probably lasting change in relations between journalists and viewers/readers through the development
of networked journalism that moves beyond plundering the snapshots and snippy comments of readers.

U Therole of citizen is still unclear. Questions raised by user generated content are:
- What acts of gathering, preparing and distributing information comes under the umbrella of citizen
journalism?
- Who takes responsibility for content?
- How are standards maintained?

2.b The Two-Edge Sword of Blogging
A legitimate ethical concern about the ‘blogosphere’ is that too much of it is unsubstantiated gossip,
speculation and rumour. Media need to be wary of using content that is portrayed as accurate information
filtered by a blogger where in fact it turns out to be little more than information from one source, such as a

public relations firm or lobby group.

Blogging is the two-



