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MEDIA OWNERSHIP POLICY – UK & EUROPE 
 
 
Why regulate against concentrations of media ownership? 
 
(i) the need for pluralism 
(ii) competition concerns 

 
  

Main Elements of UK Regulatory Framework 
 
1973 Fair Trading Act  
Sets out a procedure whereby the Secretary of State for Trade and Industry is required to approve 
newspaper sales or mergers which result in total circulations in excess of 500,000 copies per day.  
 
1990 Broadcasting Act  
Contains detailed restrictions on the holding of broadcasting licences, and concerning cross-media 
ownership between TV, radio and newspaper companies. 
 
1996 Broadcasting Act    
De-regulates the 1990 Act, by raising the ceiling for ownership of commercial TV (from a maximum 
of 2 ITV licences to a new limit of 15% of the total UK television market) and removing old 
restrictions on cross-media ownership between newspapers and terrestrial television. 
 
Communications Act 2003 
15% upper limit on TV ownership removed; ‘points’ system for radio ownership abandoned; 
restrictions on non-EU ownership abolished; cross-media ownership rules relaxed; ‘plurality test’ for 
broadcasting mergers. 
 
 
How effective is UK media ownership policy in dealing with media concentrations?    
 
Policy-making must strike a balance between industrial concerns and pluralism.  
But, in the UK, industrial voices have far greater political influence than those supporting the need for 
pluralism. 
 
 
 
Media Concentrations : A common concern in EU member states    
 
Tendency towards concentrated media and cross-media ownership is an international phenomenon, 
but one which has traditionally been dealt with at nation state rather than pan-European level. 
Like the UK, most other EU member states have some form of special regulation aimed at 
safeguarding media pluralism.  But approaches vary, from fixed upper restrictions on monomedia 
and/or cross-media ownership, to case by case public-interest tests, to subsidies for minority press, to 
editorial (independence) agreements.   
 
 



Early steps towards a pan-European policy approach 
 
1992 Green Paper - Pluralism and Media Concentration in the Internal Market: 
Provides a survey of concentration levels and different regulatory approaches across the EU.   
Suggests three possible courses:  (i) no action at EU level; (ii) action to improve 'transparency'; or, 
(iii) action to harmonise media ownership restrictions via a Directive or Regulation.   
 
1994 Follow-up Communication 
Describes response to initial consultation surrounding the above options.  Indicates general agreement 
on the need for harmonisation, but disagreement about aims and means - i.e. whether harmonisation 
should set out to safeguard pluralism across Europe, or whether its aim should be simply to eliminate 
inconsistencies in national legislation which could obstruct competition or investment in media within 
the Internal Market. 
 
 
A possible EU Directive attempted, but abandoned 
 
• legal obstacles  -  the EU's competence to deal with pluralism per se is questionable 
• practical obstacles - concerning the resources available to support diversity in European markets of 
different sizes 
• political obstacles -  disagreement between important interest groups as to the underlying aims for a 
harmonising initiative (pluralism V industrial concerns).  
 
Draft Proposed Directive on 'Pluralism and Media Concentration in the Internal Market' (July 
1996) 
Suggested a 30% upper limit on monomedia ownership for all radio and television broadcasters in 
their own transmission areas.   Also, suggested a 10% upper limit for total media ownership (i.e. 
ownership of radio, TV and newspapers). 
 
Draft Proposed Directive on 'Media Ownership in the Internal Market' (Feb 1997) 
Proposed the same upper limits as in the earlier version, but suggested that individual member states 
should have 'flexibility' to exclude any broadcaster they wish from these limits.  
 
 
Recent Developments 
 
EP Resolution (Nov 2002) calls on Commission to act to harmonise curbs on media concentrations 
 
UNESCO Convention – reaffirms importance of support for cultural diversity 
 
EP Report (Dec 2003) supports UNESCO Convention and calls again for action to promote pluralism 
 
European Constitution (Oct 2004) includes ‘pluralism’ within Charter of Fundamental Rights 
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