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1 Introduction

commercial television sector. Facing fierce competition and financially stretched,
PSB operators face the redefinition of thejr traditional role. Depending generically
on governments and/or on regulatory bodies, the reconfiguration of public television
is perceived as inevitable, and the participatory argument has been integrated both in

ernments’ in office from April 2002 up until the Socialist’s electoral victory in Feb-
Tuary 2005. Indeed, the Social Democrats perceived the restructuring of RTP as a
major political goal. In the strategic document ‘New Options for the Audio-Visual

The 15" and 16 Constitutional governments, led by José Manuel Durido Barroso (from
April 2002 to 17 July 2004) and Pedro Santana Lopes (from July 2004 to March 2005),
respectively, were supported by the Social Democrat Party and by the Popular Party.
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handed over to civil society. According to the government, this channel, provision-
ally called ‘Society Channel’ (‘Canal Sociedade’), would be a medium of direct
communication between different partners and the public, without the state’s inter-
mediation.

This article tries to demonstrate that as far as the rhetoric went, citizens had the
centre-stage in this new public service participatory model but political decisions
tend to be far more intricate than what can be perceived from textual analysis of
documents and discourses. Text and context are indispensable if one intends to start
examining this specific political decision both in terms of its conceptualisation and

implementation.

2 Economic context: RTP’s technical bankruptcy

When the Social Democrats returned to power in 2002, RTP was technically bank-
rupt. The previous Socialist government (1996-2002) had seriously neglected its fi-
nancial situation and therefore RTP was facing a major debt crisis. In short, the pub-
lic service television company had no financial means to survive: it had no licence
fee (abolished by the Social Democrats in 1992) and, since 1997, with the Socialists
in office the second national channel, RTP2 was no longer allowed to have commer-
cial advertising. The Socialists had also decided to reduce the advertising time of
RTPI to a maximum of 7.5 minutes per hour.
With the benefit of hindsight, the Socialist media minister (secretario de
Estado), Alberto Arons de Carvalho, perceived the abolishment of commercial ad-
vertising in RTP2 as a mistake and the reduction of advertising time in RTP1 as the
wrong message to the company given that it looked like a sign of unequivocal pros-
perity (Carvalho 2002: 35). In a book published immediately after the Socialists’
withdrawal from power in 2002, Arons de Carvalho publicly explained the main rea-
son for RTP’s dramatic situation. The government (his own) took the decision by the
end of 1996 of reducing RTP’s advertising following pressure from the presidents of
the two existing national private companies (Pinto Balsemdo, head of Sociedade In-
dependente de Comunicacdo, SIC, and Carlos Monjardino, head of Televisdo Inde-
pendente, TVI). ‘Balsemdo and Monjardino had presented this proposal as the only
possible way of saving TVI from certain bankruptcy and to help SIC break-even’
(Carvalho 2002: 35).
Indeed, the two main Portuguese political parties (Social Democrat Party and
Socialist Party) had dramatically reduced the PSB’s revenues without any considera-
tion for alternative financial sources. The Social Democrats, in power from 1985 to
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3 Looking for an alternative
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4  The unusual ‘Civil Society’ model

government managed to find a very particul

Options for the Audio-Visual Sector (Presidéncia do Conselho de Ministros 2002:
151F.), presented the channel in the following terms:

I. The second channel aims to
of the public service operator

2. The second channel shall be open to civil society in what constitutes g challenge
to all institutions willing to produce public service audio-

3. The second channel shall be a direct communication me
entities and the public without the state’s intermediation,

4. For that purpose, institutional partners are to be chosen from different sectors.

provide public service television outside the realm

visual content.
dium between different

5.

guese cinema, the environment and consumer issues
tion, and support for new creative formats.

6. The different partners’ participation should have the following possibilities: con-

tent production about thejr sphere of activities; cession of rj

ghts concerning cul-
tural events; shows, ete.; and financing or co-financing of particular pro-

grammes or the entire channel.

resources to integrate new partners.

9. All entities associated with the second channel will be part of an Accom
Council (Conselho de Acompanhamento),

10. The proposed model for the second channel shal] have an autonomous financial
management. It should aim for jtg OWn economic self-sufficiency, and will have
a global budget of 50% of that of the present RTP2 (then called Canal 2).

11. The objective of the progressive devel
omy, that is, the entities involved shoul
the broadcasting frequency.
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Despite numerous uncertainties about the implementation of such a model, the gov-
ernment went ahead with it. Facing fierce criticism concerning the idea of a public
service broadcasting entity outside the realm of the public service broadcaster, Mo-
rais Sarmento went on developing his ‘civil society’ concept implied in the New Op-
tions for the Audio-Visual Sector report (2002). In December 2003, speaking® at the
ceremony to inaugurate the association of ‘civil society” partners to the new channel
re-named 2:°, the politician responsible for media policy made a highly apologetic

defence of the government’s “civil society” idea.

Morais Sarmento argued that this model would work as a “powerful engine for
the improvement of our society and as a sign of the maturity of our democracy’.
Considering channel ‘2:* a pioneering experience and an unprecedented change in
Portuguese television history, he argued that for the very first time ‘we will have a
substantially different form of communication: a television channel without content
mediation’. For the very first time, continued Morais Sarmento, ‘we have taken the
risk of setting up a television channel whose mission is to develop a public service
provided by the public itself”.

With these words, the government wanted to convince society of the generosity
of such an offering. The state offers ‘civil society” a public good (a national televi-
sion channel), and it is now up to ‘civil society’ to organise itself and to fully con-
tribute to the provision of public service audio-visual content. This would constitute
what Morais Sarmento called a ‘non-mediated’ and “direct communication’ between
the sender and the receiver. ‘It is our belief that Portuguese television will seriously
improve with this direct communication because the sender and the receiver are
truly close, and because television is taken to citizens, and citizens are taken to tele-
vision’.

The media minister also perceived this idea as highly functional and as having
enormous potential for all of society: it would stimulate active participation; it
would contribute to the development of a more effective and more active citizenry; it
would contribute to the development of a shared communication among citizens;
and, last but not least, it would contribute to the general improvement of democracy.
In sum, citizens would be both the providers and audience of their own programmes.
In the government’s ‘revolutionary’ perspective public service television would be in

the hands of the public itself.

3 hitp://www.portugal.gov.pt/Portal/PT/Primeiro_Ministro/Intervencoes/200433 1_PM_Int_
RTP.htm
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does not clarify the role institutions such as public universities and other publicly-
funded non-profit organisations might play in the new audio-visual arena.

The then managing editor of Diario de Noticias, Mario Bettencourt Resendes,
quoted the head of the Impresa multi-media group, Pinto Balsemo, to emphasise
that it is not likely that ‘civil society’ is interested in, or that it has resources to make
use of this offer because it is hard to see the audience potential for a channel that
probably will not be better than a ‘sum of institutional propaganda broadcasts’ (in
Diario de Noticias, 19 December 2002). A few days later, in the same newspaper,
Paulo Cunha e Silva argued that civil society did not know how to produce audio-
visual content. To produce such content, he argued, ‘technical skills and a highly
professionalised culture are indispensable, and these are not compatible with ama-
teurism’ (23 December 2002). In another daily newspaper, Piiblico, Eduardo Prado
Coelho wrote: ‘it is true that civil society had a Christmas present: it got a television
channel. But to offer one television channel to civil society means absolutely noth-
ing. What really matters is to know who is going to select civil society agents, who
pays for the programmes, who coordinates their allocation, and who provides infor-
mation services’ (19 December 2002).

But the government’s idea also had supporters. The Director of Publico, a refer-
ence daily newspaper, and former member of the government’s appointed task
force™ José Manuel Fernandes, believed that an opportunity should be given to civil
society. According to Publico’s Director, the true reason why civil society was not
trusted stemmed from an old leftist prejudice based on the idea that the people must
be educated, and that only the state is good at doing this (23 December 2002). Along
the same lines, Eduardo Cintra Torres, a well-known media critic and another former
member of the government’s appointed task force also believed that elitist arguments
were being used to depreciate the government’s initiative: the elites want the public
service for themselves, but probably other spectators need it the most (Publico 30
December 2003).

In fact, and despite other relevant changes in the audio-visual sector (e.g., the
merger of public radio and television into a single broadcasting company), only the
destiny of the second RTP channel managed to capture public and media attention.
Columnists such as Vasco Pulido Valente (in Diario de Noticias, 21 December 2002)

stated that the government’s choice had a hidden agenda. Pulido Valente believed
that, as defined by Morais Sarmento, the second channel was ‘still-born’ and in these

*  Relatério do Grupo de Trabalho sobre o Servigo Piblico de Televisdo, September 2002.
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ions, self-help groups, social movements, business associations, coali-

2 5

tions and advocacy groups”.

As we perceive it, the ‘civil society’ concept incorporates the notion of the ‘public
sphere” (Habermas 1991; original version: 1962) where social actors, groups and or-
ganisations relate to each other and fight for their interests. The existence and per-
formance of these actors confer vitality and density to individual and social life. It
enshrines the notion of the freedom (i.e., non-coercive action) of belonging, freedom
of participation, freedom of expression in a wide variety of organisations, and the
freedom of organisations to develop their own activities. ‘Civil society” also refers to
a common share of interests, objectives, and values sustaining differentiated institu-
tions, and to the organisation of benevolent action, mainly non-profit driven and
based on volunteer work. Finally, it includes the notion of autonomy vis-a-vis the
state, though the boundaries are not always clear.

In spite of the non-conceptualisation of ‘civil society’ by the government, it was
quite clear that the new ‘civil society channel” would incorporate a relevant role for
non-profit cultural, social, and scientific organisations which were neither part of the
state nor market-oriented. The government wanted — in discursive terms, at least — to
put the public at the centre stage of the new television public service that would no
longer be part of the public service broadcaster. The government also intended to fa-
cilitate expression, and to allow new voices to speak up for themselves in a direct
form of communication (without state intermediation). Finally, there was the ex-
pressed intention to promote participation and qualified democratic values. These
ideas are broadly coherent with a general view of civil society we have just referred
to.

Several academics have also put the finger on the public’s involvement when
public service television models are being debated. Rumphorst (1999: 1), for exam-
ple, says that as the name intimates, public service broadcasting is broadcasting
made for the public, financed by the public, and controlled by the public (bold
HS/MP; see also Fidalgo 2005; Pinto 2003). Rumphorst’s (1999: 3) public-centred
definition of public service broadcasting enshrines the idea that every houschold
should be in a position of technically receiving the service, and that the PSB pro-
gramming should address the entire population, even if not simultaneously. Public
service broadcasting is made for the public and therefore it must serve ‘only’ the in-
terests of the population, treating people as citizens rather than consumers. Accord-
ing to Rumphorst, the public is not only the beneficiary of public service broadcast-

5 http:/iwww.lse.ac.uk/collections/CCS/what_is civil_society. htm (access: 07.07.2004).
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tion conditions (see, inter alia, dossier of Diério de Noticias, 6 July 2004). There are
obviously well-off partners who contract out and put quality (broadcasting) pro-
grammes on the air, but there are also those who cannot afford independent produc-
tions and make their own audio-visual content with no adequate know-how or tech-
nical means. ‘Production resources are necessary in order to collaborate in a
different way’, said the President of the League for Nature, José Manuel Alho
(Diario de Noticias, 6 July 2004). The lack of financial support or production facili-
ties for Channel ‘2:" partners has been the main concern, but the channel’s Director,
Manual Falcdo, argued that it is up to the partners to make ‘a bigger investment’ and
that “partners must organise themselves’ (Diério de Noticias, 6 July 2004).

8 The citizen’s role in a troubled economic context

If we look back at the recent history of RTP, it becomes quite clear that the devel-
opment of this new ‘revolutionary’ civil society channel is intrinsically related to the
PSB company’s dramatic economic situation. The licence fee was abolished by the
Social Democrats, and advertising time was reduced by the Socialists. The company
could not pay off its debts and the government wanted to reduce its contribution.
Willing to put the blame on previous Socialist governments (from 1996 to 2002),
Morais Sarmento explained RTP’s deterioration over the past six years in the follow-

ing terms (in Novas Opgdes para o Audiovisual, 2002):

e RTP’s audience share decreased from 44% in 1995 to 28% in 2002;
e RTP was technically bankrupt with an accumulated debt of € 1.2 billion;

Independently from political responsibilities for RTP’s current situation (see
Sousa/Santos 2003), the Social Democrat government was not prepared to maintain
the company’s level of expenditures. Under these circumstances, and considering
that privatisation was no longer a viable political option, the government developed
a global restructuring programme that, instead of financing two national generalist
channels, would end up financing only one. This strategy is also highlighted in the
governmental slogan ‘better public service for less money’. Indeed, in 2002, accord-
ing to RTP data, the operational costs of the second channel reached € 52 million.
The government expected a progressive decrease of the channel’s costs to € 28 mil-
Jion in 2006, and an equally progressive financial commitment of both present and
future partners.

This experience results mainly from immediate economic difficulties and from
governmental hesitation regarding the destiny of the second RTP generalist channel.
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CE T S?t - hswir; Council only gives voice to the paitners themse Velsa.ltory
e e ACCOmp’anyitifenship rhetoric was not accompamf?d by any reililic o
The. gov.emmeﬂt S Contribute to the development and upda_itmg of the pud e
A orde'r to’ X Jementation, Citizens (with production means an,mmmes
o )COncept a::r::d]:z ;Tgress themselves and to provide free-of-charge prog
how) are expe
o Chanl?el o the RTP’s Advisory Council (Conselho de Opiniﬁo) cre:::dret(c)l :f:(_i
S i s society’, saw Ifs pow d
b S ;'SOCial Comptlextl)?efrfr;::tt.egpi(\)/;:;e;gﬂz, when the.COun?i] of Mn;lrs:leil;
;s e gublic service television company w:tl'i a single g;ln .
o up'a “;W f’we—member top management team to implement bzcause
channe! a[}d o el d&1 Opinido did not approve of the managerilent teamh e
et s if: d]:'e arding the reduction of RTP’s serwclels. As t ;: Ao
o agreeme'm Wt eer togveto the team, the governmental coalition (wit e
o Z?Sr::;e) p:lr;red the Television Law in order to reduce the cou
liamentary m

power.

i rks
9 From rhetoric to practice: concluding rema

. ajor changes over
ic ices in general and PSB in particular, haire undergone mejt fion, pefvafice
el tS Etr\;fo decades. Technological changes and ideology icoir:lzhe redéﬁnition of
:he la;nd market deregulation) have played a fundamentalprs(;B eis & st s
ion, o The Portuguese i
i ice television all over Europe. s discourse and political
public szrwceework What is quite new is the govermjnent s cliisujlflmm o
gener.al ram arding' RTP. In most countries, broadcasting evo vel PP
i € - _ .
de(‘ZISIOnS ;tiion model. This also happened in Poitugal in t}iz (;:ia: 3(/) ? it
to a comp " is being attempted, somewhere in the mi s
s . s
o w?(yt dichotomy. The government decided to offer a public
state/market d1 . _
‘civil society’. ) . - s: society itself
Cm[]twm:tgresented as a revolutionary idea in the follo:mg :e‘;';]is ode] vionld
wa . ' channel.
; through this new - 1 1he
irectly communicate to society onditions, an
qulid'direerfngdiary actors, and society would find the mea]I-lS, the.;:? one national pub-
Z%VO‘ ]ln to express itself in an unprecedented form',The - ].viz shall be provided in
conten I to civil society means that public service televisi te. The concept i8
. ol S - _
e Cha.?;c (t)formats' from inside, and from outside of the state
two differen :
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therefore ‘two-headed’ in that the government defende,

broadcasting: one national channel within the realm 0
other one on the outside

are aspects which might be underlined and discussed,
The first point we would like to make relate

that Channel “2:’ has taken steps towards some plurality in the sense that new actors,
new voices, and new perspectives are on the air. What deserves particular attention
are the partners’ selection mechanisms, the channel’s power
related to the construction of the progr
audio-visual production and distributio

$ 10 participation itself. |t is clear

structure, the processes
amming schedule, the financial sources for
n, the channel’s news editorial control, and
Ory mechanisms, Neither the law nor the spe-

deals with such fundamental aspects.
Although the recruitment of Channel ‘27 partners is not a closed process, it
might be argued that traditional social and politi

nnel. It is also worth mentioning that state
n the channel’s programming. On the one
state should minimise jts role in the media

rvice sector in particular. On the other hand,
more than a quarter of al] partners are state agencies, Furthermore, the most active

Channel “2:* partners are well-endowed foundations and highly influential profes-
sional associations, There is a glaring under-representation of labour organisations,
unions, parent associations, and environmental and consumer groups,

[n addition to this participatory fragility, the Channel 2" model might be con-
sidered a ‘conceptual island’ within the coalition government’s discourse and prac-
tices. Apart from this solution, the government has not developed any consistent

agencies have a very significant impact o
hand, the government argued that the
domain in general, and in the public se

tion in the media has not promoted independence and diversity,

Moreover, this model is in complete contrast with the public service tradition
and with RTP’s practice. Up to now citizens’ participation in RTP has been ex-
tremely limited. There are no mechanisms to listen to audience views and sugges-
tions (apart from correspondence and phone calls), and RTP’s Opinion Council
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: S duced by the very
iewers) had its powers re .
ich is s sed to represent the view L iety”. In spite of
e 5upl::a(:lt which has offered a national channel to Cnl;lll' SOCleti};e il i
same governm , i in Portuguese public serv &
: ; ici tradition in Portug S b
is minimalist public participation i ic participation in pu
R tphas decided for the most radical form of public particip
the government | |
i ice broadcasting. ) ) 2 Takine into considera-
. S?l“rl\)f:uestion which might be raised is, ‘why this moiljel.'dzal;;rgsu(:h a striking
Id the government deci
; Il context, why wou first argu-
o thi ;,}‘:era h much is yet to be known, we would argue tha:]th; Vel::upt and the
ou . 55
. 'as direitly related to RTP’s finances. RTP was techrlll;io}’the e ol
i ent decided to transfer the production costs of RT ment’s reformist ap-
g The other possible explanation is re]atefi b go"?m ist one, and having
PartnerS-Th coalition government had presented itself asare ormﬂ ith,no el
e Z ch a stern view of the second channel, it was le W - iblE A
ard su ; i
o (:1:::15 to withdraw. The privatisation of the channel b-ecilt:r;estat: or in the mar-
oy se social and political opposition. The third way (00; “i it daite
mtenb t owned and managed by civil society) was th? et ly clear, the govern-
k?ti' ultiﬁ:s of the model’s implementation became.mcre-asmg yrates t’he very same
- intained its course, and the TV Law (2003) ltselfm(?mpof the model would
. malH wever, the law states that the full implemen.t:?tl'on 0 e
e i ig’ht years. In eight years time, other politicians wi
ly happen in e “ ) o -
o iessir:ld possibly make alternative decisions regarding 1
pro
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