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prioritized by their relationship to European-level
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Executive Summary

Greece is, today, the European Union (EU) member state where journalism and the media face their most acute

crisis. Since the 1980s and 1990s, deregulation has allowed the market entry of commercial channels that has

increased the viewing choices for audiences in Greece. At the same time, the legal and regulatory framework

actively promoted the concentration of press, television, and radio outlets owned by large organizations,

which co-existed alongside the public broadcaster, the Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation (Ellinikí Radiofonía

Tileórasi, ERT).

In other respects regulation has been ineffective; private channels operate with temporary licenses and

independent regulatory authorities function superficially and ambivalently. As a result, the market has been

dominated by a handful of powerful newspaper interests which have

expanded into audiovisual and online media. Recent laws have further

liberalized media ownership and cross-ownership.



Greece is, today, the European



Historically, the Greek state has intervened in all aspects of economic

Union (EU) member state where

and social life, including the media field. It has acted as censor (during

journalism and the media face

the 1967–1974 dictatorship), owner (of public television and radio),

their most acute crisis.

and subsidizer of newspapers and electronic media. The intertwining

of the political elite and the media has generated a journalistic culture

cautious of reporting news that state officials could find challenging.

With media market deregulation, clientelism has gradually become more invasive and more intricate, linking

large media organizations, their owners (who are also active in key sectors of the economy including public

projects), and the political elite.

These arrangements have damaged journalism, as state and private interests have steered editorial choices. The

financial crisis and the austerity measures imposed since 2010 have served to strengthen these relationships.

The major mainstream media organizations have largely presented government austerity policies favorably,

at the expense of pluralism and independent journalism, and despite the increasing hardship suffered by the

middle and lower classes. At the more extreme end, major commercial media companies have kept silent

about a number of sensitive developments, including the imposition of legislation to cut employee rights and

pensions.

The abrupt closure of the public broadcaster ERT in 2013 further damaged pluralism in Greek journalism,

since ERT was the only broadcaster—in a market dominated by unlicensed commercial channels—with a

legal obligation to provide objective, unbiased news. Despite its shortcomings, ERT had a diverse program

and a wide audience, both in Greece and abroad. The shutdown contributed to a deteriorating landscape

regarding the overall quality of journalistic independence. The dismissal of some 2,700 permanent and 300

temporary employees with no prior consultation has forced them into unemployment or to seek work in

private media under uncertain conditions. ERT’s replacement, New Hellenic Radio, Internet, and Television

(Nea Ellinikí Radiofonía, Internet kai Tileórasi, NERIT), with a smaller budget and roughly 500 employees, has

been criticized for not functioning as an independent public broadcaster.
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The ERT shutdown also left the development of digital terrestrial television (DTT) to the large private

media operators, with further consequences for pluralism and democracy. In the last five years, the Digea

consortium, controlled by the private national television channels, has established itself as the sole provider

of DTT in Greece. In the recent auction for the allocation of digital frequencies, Digea was the only candidate

and can now take decisions on issues such as the digital compression format, the digital frequencies to be

used, and the areas where it would start simulcasting. Digea controls the digital terrain and its monopoly

raises concerns about pluralism and independent journalism, as the visibility of anti-austerity opinion on its

frequencies is expected to be limited.

The financial crisis together with the tough fiscal measures, including heavy reductions in salaries and pensions

and numerous layoffs in the public sector, have accelerated the downward trend in newspaper circulation and

led to the closure of several outlets. Reduced income from advertising and other sources of funding has had

an impact on employment, especially in the print sector: redundancies and the abandonment of collective

agreements have forced many journalists to accept vulnerable low-status work conditions with very low

salaries. Under strict editorial control of critical views of government policies and the intricate system of

political/economic/media dependencies, the practice of journalists’ self-censorship to safeguard their jobs is

on the rise.

Under these pressures, self-organized groups and networks of journalists and other media personnel have

started exploring new models of journalism. Prominent examples are the Editors’ Newspaper (EfSyn), the

magazine Unfollow, and the online Press Project. But these initiatives cannot help the independent journalists

who find themselves on the receiving end of accusations of defamation, of lawsuits that carry a heavy financial

penalty, of blackmail and threats against their lives and those of their families, of intimidation and violence

at police hands during demonstrations.

The internet has become increasingly prominent in the media landscape, offering the potential for greater

pluralism and independence, yet it has also been implicated in low-quality output, gossip, copy-and-paste

news, and dependence on big firm advertisements.

The media situation is bleak, though it may improve following the victory of the Coalition of the Radical Left

(Synaspismós Rizospastikís Aristéras, SYRIZA) in the 25 January 2015 general election. The new SYRIZA-led

government has pledged to “destroy” the oligarchic system in Greece where news organizations are subsidiaries

of companies owned by a few wealthy entrepreneurs. In accordance with pre-election pledges, in late April

2015 the new government passed through the Greek parliament a bill to re-open ERT on a new basis. It

also declared that all licenses to private channels would need to be replaced by permanent licenses after

competition and on the basis of sound economic criteria. In addition, it expressed its intention to challenge

the allocation of digital TV frequencies to Digea. Moreover, a post-austerity agenda—if it emerges after the

ongoing negotiations with the EU, the European Central Bank (ECB), and the International Monetary Fund

(IMF)—could help to improve employment conditions for journalists. Whether or not the new government will

be able to dismantle the old power structures remains to be seen.

Self-organization in media production and the quest for new sustainable business models will become more

and more important. Greater mobilization by civil society, involving trade unions and universities among

others, is needed to promote pluralism, transparency, and objective journalism. Links with inter-governmental

organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and the EU, as well as with international organizations, will

be pivotal.
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1. Introduction

Print media emerged in Greece alongside the struggle for independence from Ottoman rule (Koumarianou,

2005) and developed hand-in-hand with the growth of political life in the new nation-state (Papadimitriou,

2005). Television broadcasting was introduced in 1966, with the first network, the Hellenic Broadcasting

Corporation (Ellinikí Radiofonía Tileórasi, ERT), broadcasting out of the capital Athens as a state-owned

monopoly. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s the trends toward commercialization and deregulation allowed

the entry of various commercial channels that increased the viewing options for audiences. Many media outlets

appeared in a small market of just 11 million people, to the extent that the media landscape today displays

an excess of supply over demand. From a broadcasting field of two public television channels and four radio

stations in the late 1980s, it has become an overcrowded environment comprising 160 private television

channels and 1,200 private radio stations, none of them equipped with an official license to broadcast, but

only temporary licenses renewed by successive governments (Papathanassopoulos, 2014a).

Thus private television expanded rapidly, but it strives to achieve a pluralistic profile in a highly politicized

and commercialized environment, driven increasingly by populism. Meanwhile, levels of media market

concentration have risen as newspaper publishers diversified into television to increase profits in a largely

unregulated and non-transparent media market (Iosifidis, 2007).

The “golden age” of Greek media and journalism in the 1980s and 1990s, prior to the crisis, did not result in

modern, robust organizations but led instead to unchecked diversification, high production costs, and—most

worryingly—the consolidation of close relations between the media and the political elite. Concentration of

ownership and close ties with politicians have negatively affected the media’s performance, as the media

were more interested in cultivating connections with the political elite than in developing their “watchdog”

role. The so-called diaploki (translated in this report as “intertwining interests”) and the domination of the

media environment by wealthy businessmen with interests in shipping, telecommunications, refining, and

other sectors reflect this reality.

These developments have had broad implications for democracy, media pluralism, and journalistic independence.

The effects on Greek journalism of media commercialization, market expansion, and intertwining interests

have been devastating. Although journalism appears to play an active social and political role, setting the

agenda and representing the ordinary citizen, it is in fact heavily influenced by the self-regulatory constraints

imposed by media organizations (Papathanassopoulos, 2001).

The ongoing financial crisis and recession have affected the media sector as a whole and many outlets have

become financially unsustainable. Newspaper circulation has fallen dramatically; it is striking that the average

daily circulation of political newspapers in 2011 was only 216,500 copies, compared with 400,000 copies

in 2005 (see Appendix 1). Financial pressures have resulted in tighter relations between the media, politics,

and the economic system (including banking), as well as increasing reliance on advertising, with a significant

impact on the journalistic profession. In parallel, the closure of the public broadcaster ERT in 2013 further

undermined pluralism and media output. Furthermore, the lack of a digitization policy has left the process of

digital switch-over entirely to the market.
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2. Media Ownership and Regulation

2.1 Main Players in the Greek Media Landscape

As in other southern European countries, newspaper readership in Greece is very low (53 in 1,000 people,

which is among the lowest in the developed world), despite the high levels of literacy and education. However,

the print media industry is characterized by oversupply and in 2008, just before the financial crisis, it consisted

of around 280 local, regional, and national daily newspapers (Papathanassopoulos and Mpakounakis, 2010).

In 2012, after a number of newspapers had closed down, the country had 15 national daily newspapers

(including TA NEA, Kathimerini, Ethnos, Eleftheros Typos, and Avgi), 12 national daily sports newspapers

(including Sportday, Goal News, and Fos ton Sport), four national business newspapers (including Imerisia and

Naftemporiki), 17 national Sunday papers (including To Vima, Proto Thema, Kathimerini tis Kyriakis, Real News,

Ethnos tis Kyriakis, and Eleftheros Typos tis Kyriakis, Epohi, and Avgi tis Kyriakis), and 11 national weekly papers

(including Parapolitika and Sto Karfi), most of which are located in Athens (Papathanassopoulos, 2014b).

The market is dominated by a handful of powerful newspaper interests, which have expanded into electronic

media following the liberalization and deregulation of the media market in the late 1980s (see below). As

Table A1 (Appendix 1) shows, the most important publishing groups are Lambrakis Press S.A. (owner of TA

NEA), Tegopoulos Publishing (owner of Eleftherotypia), Pegasus (Bobolas family) (owner of Ethnos), Press

Institution S.A. (now D. Mpenekos and A. Skanavis) (owner of Eleftheros Typos), the Alafouzos family (owner

of Kathimerini), Vradyni Ltd (K. Mitsis) (owner of Vradyni), SYRIZA (Left Coalition Party) (owner of Avgi), and

the Greek Communist Party (owner of Rizospastis).

Lambrakis Press S.A. is a striking example of a diversified media company. In 1998, just before entering the

Athens stock exchange, it employed 1,200 staff and consisted of 15 companies, with the main activity being

publishing (57.5 percent of total turnover), the printed press (29.2 percent), and tourism (13.3 percent).

Following its stock exchange entry the company enjoyed profits and expanded into electronic media (MEGA

Channel). Its market capitalization in the period 1998–2008 was in the range of €260 million to €308 million,

well above its competitors (Leandros, 2008).

The audiovisual landscape has undergone many upheavals since the liberalization of the late 1980s. From a

state monopoly of radio and television a landscape of hundreds of private radio stations and tens of private

television channels soon emerged through a savage deregulation process.

The year 2013 proved to be dramatic for the Greek television landscape as it saw the sudden closure of the

public service broadcaster ERT. Its three television channels (ET1, NET, and ET3), several radio stations, and

the online service were closed by ministerial decree. ERT was replaced by a new broadcaster  called NERIT,

launched in May 2014 but still not fully operational. This development has increased the domination of the

television market by private channels. In 2013–2014, the saturated audiovisual market comprised NERIT,

about 130 private television channels (among which the five most important national channels in terms of

market share and advertising revenue were MEGA Channel, ANT1, ALPHA, STAR Channel, and SKAI TV), and

more than 1,000 private radio stations with negligible market shares.
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MEGA is the most popular channel with a daily audience market share of 22 percent in 2013, followed by

ANT1 with a 17.3 percent audience share, ALPHA TV (12.4 percent), STAR (11.1 percent), and SKAI (4.9

percent). ALTER television went bankrupt in 2012. It is worth noting that none of the private stations has

a legal license because the temporary license status approved by the NCRTV was ruled illegal by Council of

State decision 3578/2010 (Michalitsis, 2013).1

The levels of concentration of media ownership and cross-media concentration are high. This is because

newspaper groups have diversified into electronic media, enabled by a weak and inconsistent regulatory

framework. More specifically, the three largest press groups—Lambrakis Press S.A., Tegopoulos Publishing,

and Pegasus S.A. (Bobolas family)—are also shareholders of MEGA Channel, while Press Institution S.A. has

shares in STAR Channel, and the Alafouzos family owns SKAI TV and several radio stations, such as SKAI FM

and Melodia FM. ANT1 and Macedonia TV are owned by M. Kyriakou (see Appendix 1).

The rise of the internet has added an extra dimension; the most visited websites are concentrated in large

media groups, such as 24media2 and DPG, while the mainstream groups like DOL, Pegasus, and MEGA Channel

also have a strong presence (see Appendix 1).



2.2 Regulation and Media Concentration

The key laws that liberalized the media market, allowing the entry of private television and radio, are as

follows:

•



Law 1730/1987 allowed private radio stations and paved the way for the end of state monopoly in

television.



•



Law 1866/1989 was the first step towards abolishing the state monopoly by permitting local private

television channels and made provision for the establishment of an independent regulatory agency, the

National Council of Radio and Television (NCRTV), to oversee the operation of broadcast media, grant

licenses to private stations, and supervise programs.



•



Law 2173/1993 allowed for the establishment of national private television channels, thereby legitimizing

the stations that had already entered the market without a license.



Today’s basic operational framework of private television media is defined by Law 2328/1995, in essence the

first serious attempt to regulate the commercial broadcasting market effectively. The commercial stations

are obliged to provide programs of high quality, objective information and news reports, and promote cultural

diversity. Law 2644/1998 made provision for the supply of broadcasting subscription services and regulated

all new pay-TV services regardless of their platform (digital or analog) or delivery system (terrestrial, cable or

satellite). Licenses are granted only to limited companies (S.A.), the shares of which should be restricted. In an

attempt to prohibit the creation of dominant positions, the law made provisions for limitations of the holding

of licenses, but these provisions were subsequently updated by Law 3592/2007 (see below).



1.



In 1989, when they first appeared, the private television stations seized the available frequencies and were subsequently granted

temporary licenses without any competitive process. In 1999 and around 2002/2003 attempts were made to hold a competition

for granting licenses based on criteria such as technical sufficiency, economic sufficiency, and viability through advertising. As

no channels fulfilled these prerequisites, they exerted pressure and eventually had the competitions cancelled. Successive

ministerial decisions by the PASOK and New Democracy government renewed the licenses on a yearly basis (NM, interview).



2.



24media is the largest digital publishing group, which manages over 20 premium content sites across internet and mobile

platforms.
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The National Council for Radio and Television (NCRTV), which was set up by Law 1866 (1989) and amended by

Law 2683 (2000), is a seven-member body with a president, a vice-president and five members, all appointed

by Parliament. The Council is responsible for:

•



granting, renewing or revoking licenses for radio and television channels transmitted by terrestrial, cable

or satellite networks;



•



monitoring the adherence of state and private radio and television services to the relevant legislation;



•



ensuring political and cultural diversity in mass media in cases where Laws 2328/1995 and 2644/1998

are breached;



•



supervising free competition and market abuses in the media and communications industry, in conjunction

with the Hellenic Telecommunications and Post Commission (HTPC) and the Hellenic Competition

Commission (HCC);



•



imposing fines and administrative measures;



•



examining requests for remedies for personal insults caused by mass media.



In addition, the NCRTV can draft codes of conduct for advertising and news and entertainment programs, but

its involvement in the formulation of normative rules has been marginal or non-existent due to its political

(but also financial) dependence on the government.

In reality, the NCRTV has not established itself as an authoritative body that effectively regulates the

media or protects media independence. Generally speaking, there appears to be a big difference between

NCRTV’s nominal powers and its actual functioning. For example, the law gives the Council powers to grant

broadcasting licenses, but in practice the government takes the final decision (Papathanassopoulos, 1993;

Panagiotopoulou, 2004; Zacharopoulos and Paraschos, 1993). Likewise, its sanctions can be selective, and it

was seen as being more accommodating toward programs that support the government, at least before the

January 2015 general election.3

The politicized procedure for appointing members to the NCRTV board has compromised its independence

and capability: all seven members were elected by the Conference of Presidents, a cross-party parliamentary

body, with a 4/5 majority upon nomination by the governing party, something which made renewing the

Council quite cumbersome. As a result, the Council members had exceeded the legal duration of their term

(four plus four years) by means of successive extensions granted by the responsible minister. This had been

considered unconstitutional and had raised serious concerns about the legality of the Council’s decisions and

independence.

Meanwhile, the limited expertise of the members of the board, their part-time status (only the president

and vice-president were full-time employees), the lack of financial independence (as its budget had to be

approved by the minister), together with insufficient staff and information technology equipment had further

harmed the NCRTV’s performance (Psychogiopoulou et al., 2011). However, things may change dramatically

as the new government elected in January 2015 has decided not to extend the terms of the Council members.

An area which shows NCRTV’s inability to regulate the market is media ownership. The Council publishes

information on media ownership and shareholding, but does not really engage in a robust assessment of



3. The then opposition party SYRIZA resorted to NCRTV several times. One case involved a program shown a few hours before

the 2014 European election, which presented bleak scenarios in the event of a SYRIZA win. SYRIZA claimed that pluralism and

balanced presentation had been violated, but NCRTV shelved the case. In other cases, NCRTV has imposed fines for satirical

programs that are highly sarcastic about the government (AN, interview).
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their compatibility with the law. An example demonstrating this was the lack of monitoring of the finances of

former national television channel ALTER, which closed in 2012.4

Law 2328/1995 stipulated that a physical or legal person could hold only one broadcast license and up to

25 percent of the capital of a company. Ownership of more than one electronic outlet of the same type was

prohibited. The same rules applied to relatives of physical persons to the fourth degree. With regard to crossmedia ownership, a “two out of three” rule meant that a single company or individual could not participate

in more than two traditional media categories (television, radio, or newspapers). The participation of nonEuropeans in the shareholding of media companies was also limited to 25 percent of the capital (Terzis and

Kontochristou, 2004).

However, this strict regulatory framework did not prevent high levels of concentration of media ownership, as

the control of electronic media by powerful publishing interests shows. Moreover, Law 3592/2007 titled New

Act on Concentration and Licensing of Media Undertakings, passed by Parliament in late 2007, simplified the

rules and provided more opportunities for liberalization. It abolished older regulations such as that whereby a

company or a person could not hold more than 25 percent of a television station, which had been contravened

in practice anyway (by using surrogates or family members as nominal owners). In particular, Law 3592/2007

provides that a legal entity can own one television station and have shares in (but not control) another.

Regarding cross-media ownership, the criteria for measuring consolidation are the companies’ advertising

expenditure and sales revenues. The new law introduced dominance thresholds ranging from 25 to 35

percent, depending on the number of media sector markets (i.e. the markets for television, radio, newspapers,

magazines, online), in which the physical person or undertaking concerned is active.

A recent amendment to the above law (1688/135, passed on 1 August 2014 and envisaged for implementation

on 1 July 2015) further liberalizes ownership and cross-media ownership. In particular, Article 2 (paragraph

1) allows partnerships between electronic media businesses (information or otherwise) of the same type

(television, online, or radio) if they result in reduction of operating costs (for example, through economies

of scale or joint utilization of financial resources). Article 2 (paragraph 5) discusses the term “common

management,” according to which the television or radio stations under common control will be able to share

or exchange resources such as managers, equipment, technical and other facilities, to promote programs and

services. August 2014 saw the adoption of Law 4279/2014, allowing partnerships between electronic media

enterprises of the same kind, and the organization, operation, and control of more than one media enterprise

within a group through associated enterprises.

The evolution of the legal framework indicates a clear political intention to create large media conglomerates

for reasons of economic viability, dating back to the Karamanlis era (2004–2009) (AN, interview). These

joint agreements for the production or use of content open a Pandora’s box for mergers of large publishing

groups such as Lambrakis S.A. and Pegasus S.A. Another provision of Article 2 makes possible the conversion

of information channels (television and radio) into non-information ones in order to cut costs. Article 3

(paragraph 8) clarifies the nature of non-information resources, which may cover general targeting (e.g.

drama and general entertainment) or specific targeting (e.g. music, sports broadcasts, documentaries). Article



4.



ALTER, a national TV channel launched in 1995, closed in February 2012 declaring its inability to continue operations due to

debts. The closure was widely attributed to bad management, lack of budget transparency and excessive borrowing, all of which

led to huge debts. The staff – who were not being paid anyway – were made redundant. The closure of ALTER demonstrates the

lack of proper monitoring by successive governments and NCRTV, which did not regularly check the financial viability of ALTER. It

is striking that ALTER’s last rigorous audit took place in 1999. Although the balance sheets in the period 2005—2009 appeared

to be positive thanks to bank loans, in reality the organization accumulated a huge financial imbalance. This became apparent in

the midst of the economic crisis when banks stopped giving out loans so easily.
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