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- As the electoral year approaches, the political pressure on media is    increasing;

- The phenomenon with the most negative impact upon freedom of expression and information – considering the impact on the public opinion - is the political distortion of the information broadcasted by TV stations;

- At the local level, a phenomenon of media “Berlusconisation” is taking place; local businessmen and politicians (most of the times they are the same persons) take control over the local newspapers, radio and TV stations. 

Legislation

In the context of the EU accession process, Romania has made few formal progresses with respect to freedom of expression; yet when it comes down to putting them into practice, it finds itself in an occurred situation.   

The new drafts of the Constitution and of the Penal Code represent steps forward, but they do not indicate a strong commitment of the Romanian political class to comply with the freedom of expression related international standards.

The new Penal Code draft completely eliminates the insult as a criminal offence, together with other articles related to defamation (insult and calumny against a civil servant, contempt for Romania’s official symbols, defamation against the country and the nation, manifestations against the symbols of a foreign state). 

The down size of the draft Penal Code is that it maintains calumny as a criminal offence, though it eliminates the possibility of imprisonment for this act. Also, the proof of good faith is considered to be enough evidence to absolve the accused of calumny.

Jurisprudence

Until the new Penal Code is passed, many Romanian journalists still have to defend themselves in Courts for criminal offences such as calumny or insult. Though imprisonment sentences have not been applied in the recent years, one can notice a strong increase in the civil damages journalists have to pay for these offences. In a country whereby the average monthly salary is about 120 Euros, journalists have to pay thousands of Euros as civil and moral damages (Dan Balasescu, journalist at “Gazeta de Olt” newspaper was sentenced to pay 18,000 Euros as civil damages to the Governor of Dolj county – the sentence is final; Lia Epure, journalist at “Ziua de Vest” newspaper has to pay a 15,000 Euros fine as civil damages to a PSD Senator from Timis County; columnist Ion Cristoiu is also paying moral damages worth 15,000 Euros to another journalist– the sentence is final). 

According to the Press White Paper survey (February 2003), 43.2% of the editors have been threatened with criminal processes for insult and calumny.

Political control over the national and local TV stations

The phenomenon with the most negative impact on freedom of expression and information – considering the impact on the public opinion - is the political distortion of the information broadcast by TV stations.

A monitoring of the main TV stations undertook by Media Monitoring Agency (September-October 2002) indicates a lack of balance in the political life coverage. Thus, the news upon the representatives of the running party coalition has a 78% stake in comparison to the 22% share of the Opposition on all the 5 monitored TV stations. Prime Minister Adrian Năstase holds 47% of the political leaders’ appearances in prime time news, while President Ion Iliescu holds 23% in the same area.

Preliminary data obtained from a monitoring done by Media Monitoring Agency between 27.06 – 30.06.2003 confirms these tendencies. 

Worth noting is the situation encountered at the Romanian Radio Broadcasting Corporation (RRA). The President Director General, Mr. Dragos Seuleanu, is being accused of influencing and controlling the editorial policy of the station, especially in what concerns the news in prime-time. "The atmosphere in RRA is seriously deteriorated. One of the "achievements" of the current management teams is precisely this degraded climate: suspicion, tension, fear. (...) Most of the news in prime-time are exclusively edited by Mr. Seuleanu! (...) The agenda is personally set and dictated by Mr. Seuleanu" This is a quote from Rodica Madosa, former editor at RRA (interview in Evenimentul Zilei, August 17, 2003)
“Berlusconisation” of the media

The political pressure on the media, especially at the local level is getting more intense. With a weak financial situation, the media depends strongly on direct sales and it does not benefit from any fiscal advantages. This makes it vulnerable to political influence. A phenomenon which can be called “the Berlusconisation” of the Romanian press is taking place during the last years. In many counties of Romania, local businessmen and politicians (most of the times they are the same persons) take control over the local newspapers, radio and TV stations. Some of them openly declare that media brings them votes. Counties like Bacau, Gorj, Brasov, Constanta, Vrancea, Neamt are best examples for this situation. These kinds of media companies are not profit-oriented, but are used as means for exercising the authority’s influence, protecting owners’ businesses, and attacking economic and politic adversaries. 

On Feb. 27-th and 28-th, all the offices of the local publications in the Gorj county (Adevărul de Gorj, Informaţia Gorjului, Gorjeanul, Impact în Gorj,Opinia, Timpul şi Obiectiv gorjean) were visited by inspectors from the Financial Guard and from the Gorj Finance Department . These inspectors checked not only the financial records of these publications, but also asked for and received copies of the advertising, distribution, editing and subscription contracts. These controls came just 2 days after Nicolae Mischie,  local PSD leader and head of the Gorj County Council, stated in a press conference that “certain local companies finance the press to denigrate PSD and to attack me” and that “certain measures have to be taken”.

The PSD parliamentarian Iulian Tocu said to the owner of the Tele M TV station from the Neamt County that he will “finish” the TV station. The threats came after this station had presented several cases of corruption involving people close to Mr. Tocu. And he did it successfully, using his political influences. The MP managed to determine the companies that were advertising at Tele M to cancel their publicity contracts with the TV station owned by Petru Frasila. Mr. Tocu sent the head of the local Financial Department (who is also one of his economic advisers) to inspect the financial situation of Tele M. Taking advantage of the poor economic situation of the TV station,  Mr. Tocu managed to become a majority shareholder at Tele M. Moreover, he abusively occupied the radio station owned by Mr. Frasila, radio M Plus, and illegally got hold of radio and video equipment worth thousands of euros. Mr. Frasila intends to present the case at the European Court of Human Rights.

The intention of the ruling party PSD to control the media also becomes clear from the political alliances the party has concluded. Recently, PUR party decided to quit the governing coalition. PUR leader Dan Voiculescu is one of the most important businessmen in Romania and owns a national TV station, a national newspaper and a radio station. In a press release issued after PUR resigned the governing coalition, PSD openly affirmed that it needed PUR for its media empire: “When the cooperation agreement between PUR and PSD was signed, an important argument was that Mr. Voiculescu owned Antena1 TV and the daily newspaper Jurnalul National…” 

Distribution

Another issue that is adding extra pressure on the local anti-governmental newspapers is the distribution. National press distribution company RODIPET is state owned and is easily controlled by the party in power.

Editorial censorship

Several journalists had to quit their jobs due to censorship and political pressure coming from their editors. Rodica Culcer, Cosmin Prelipceanu, and Nadina Forga, all of them having managing positions inside the news department of Europa FM radio station resigned on the 5th of April to protest against the pressure set upon them to politically manipulate the news bulletins. They say the administrative management imposed them not to air news considered to be inconvenient for the political power. Europa FM belongs to the French “Lagardere” corporation whose main activity is building airplanes. The representative of this corporation in Romania affirmed: “Europa FM is a radio which supports the political power because we have to sell airplanes”. Recently, the Romanian government signed a pre-contract to acquire Airbus airplanes… 

Similar cases have been recorded at local TV stations. Gabriela Mladin (RCS TV station from Tg. Jiu), Brindusa Armanca (Timisoara local public TV station) and Mihaela Ghiuca (Alpha TV station from Petrosani) have all suffered censorship, after local politicians or businessmen pressured the management of the TV stations.

Harassing journalists

Intimidation and death threats are also used against journalists. Several cases of aggressions against journalists have been registered this year. Policemen and local gangsters have attacked journalists in Sighet, Petrosani and in Tg. Mures. Important politicians and mayors have also threatened journalists in an open manner. 

Dan Matei Agathon, Minister of Tourism (at that time) and vice-president of the PSD-ruling party has threatened journalist Sanziana Ionescu from the national daily newspaper “Adevarul”. The minister said to Mrs. Ionescu on the phone: “Do you want me to cancel the advertising in your paper? (…) Next time you want to write about me, let me know, too. Otherwise, I can do it in another way. Be aware of that!”

Another journalist from “Adevarul”, Liviu Vulpe, has been threatened by one of the district mayors of Bucharest, Marian Vanghelie: “You should not follow me! Do you understand? Otherwise I will ask my “boys” to follow you and then I send someone to put you in the trunk of a car! And I am not kidding!”

According to the Press White Paper survey (Feb.2003), 52.9% from the interviewed media editors said they have been under pressure to block the publishing of certain information in their publications.

Media self-regulation

A positive sign comes from the different initiatives of media self-regulation and of structuring the media labor market. The Convention of the Media Organizations which gathers over 30 sixty media unions and professional associations is working on a draft paper for the Status of the journalist, a necessary instrument which will state the main ethical norms to guide the members of this guild. 

At the same tame, The Federation of the Journalists and Printers Unions is drafting a collective labor contract that shall be used as a platform of negotiation with media executives and editors representatives from the Romanian Press Club.
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