SLOVENIA - WHAT HAS GONE WRONG

Few moths ago the Journalist's ethic commission dealt with case of a commercial TV talk show run by young girl,  not a journalist - but a girl with a title of miss Trophy and a daughter of an actual minister of education in Slovenia. The subject of talk show was pedophilia. She invited a leader of Slovenian Nationalist party - a radical right-wing party which holds approximately 5 percents of Slovenian electoral body.  The statements of the host and the guest of the show were identical - the host herself often supported the radical statement of the politician, who demanded the pedophiles to be sentenced to death, or they should be castrated, their photos published in the newspaper so the mother recognizing the pedophile by the published picture, could take their children by the hand and take them to the other side of the street. The host didn't only applaud the politician's ideas, but also upgraded them with her original adding: " I thing, she said, we should bring them to a broad market square and beat them to death.  And, when a listener adds his opinion: I wouldn't just let them castrated, I would cut of their legs and hands too, she said: Excellent, I agree.
Remember this story we'll come to it again.

Slovenian journalists' ethic commission, originally still named Journalists Court of Honor as it was in the socialist times is in a way something special, according to the praxis from communism. I' don’t know how was it in Hungary, but I assume it was like  in former Yugoslavia, journalists societies were treated as a prolonged hand of the regime. Their Courts of honor were supposed to punish, or better to find reasons to punish too liberal journalists. Slovenian journalism had abandoned this praxis far before the others with a simple change in the statute of the journalist society. The members of the Court were directly elected by the assembly and not by the leadership of the association itself - that means, they were responsible only to the membership of the journalists association. That constituted a special position of the ethic commission - not only independent from the society itself (for example, one of the presidents were found guilty of a violence of a code) but also independent from the influences of a daily politics. That is one of the reasons why such a form of ethic commission survives the political changes at the end of 80-ies and beginning of 90-ies. The confidence in this ethic arbiter was namely untouched. Therefore even nowadays the ethic commission consists of nine journalists’ members elected for four years (with the unlimited possibility to be reelected) by the congress (assembly) of journalists’ society and (this is the only statuary change) the journalists’ trade union. So far the majority of Slovenian journalists are included in one society and one trade union organization therefore we can talk about representative organizations of Slovenian journalism – and the code adopted by them as a representative code of conduct.
There was a substantial effort by Peace institute supported by the Dutch government to redesign the actual court of honor into real and complete three-partite self-regulatory body which could contribute also in discussion and drafting media legislation but the resistance in the journalist society was too strong. Munich declaration saying that only journalists can judge journalist's professional work was taken as an argument against the media council. With the appearance of political motivated ownership changes in Slovenian media landscape and the rise of brutal yellow press media policy there exist awareness that something like strong, influential and professionally independent self-regulatory body is needed, but on the other hand there lives a kind of lethargy convincing Slovenian journalists that nothing can be changed any more. The brutal government interference to get the control over the major Slovenian media - specially the national broadcaster and majority of influential print media started with an ignorant statement, that all the media climate was under the control of left wing parties and that everybody who opposed the changes of the control is a hypocrite - trying to preserve the old monopoly of the "old forces". The experts from aboard were taken as "so called experts" although they were respectful personalities, dealing with highest European institutions, the protests of journalist association and it's court of honor were declares to be a last attempt to stop real democratization. Gaining the control of media started with a slogan "relaxed Slovenia" which is the highest grade of irony. I, wouldn't enter the political situation in Slovenia. Right now - but concerning media, I would say it's close to communist times: journalists just don't enter the problematic subjects or don't develop the story when it becomes dangerous and don't comment anything, they mostly follow the facts a lot of them served by the authorities.
The opened question is - would it happen the same way if a press or media council were established some years ago.  Most likely it could happen nevertheless. But there could be a different situation, if we had a three partite council. It would be pretty hard to oppose its statements, because it would be a body, which could not be recognized as a strictly media - but also a broad society institution. One can not declare such an institution as "so called" ethic council, although as for me, knowing nowadays Slovenian politicians, I wouldn't bet a dime on it.
However, instead of Media or press council, we have a one partite journalists' court of honor - its members are journalists only elected partly bay the members of the journalists association, and partly appointed by the executive council ob journalists trade union. Few years ago we adopted a new code of ethics instead of former code, which was highly influenced by the code of German press council. The new code was adopted as more modern and less detailed - assuming that journalists, and of course journalists ethic commission will know how to interpret the broad substance of the code.
What happened is in close relation with the story I started this presentation. The members oh the journalists' ethic commission adopted rules of procedure saying that deciding on violation of code will go strictly by the letter of the code. Simply - even if there is an obvious violation of basic ethics - it couldn't be recognized as a violation if there is no specific article concerning that violation. That leads us to the situation recognized by the students of journalism, concluding that the decision of journalists' court of honour not being consistent in similar cases. This specific case there were formed two blocks in the commission - let's call them conservatives and pragmatics there were a sharp arguing battle. The conservatives - where I belong - stated that human dignity ( when it's not the guest ion of public personality) is above all - and that violation if ethics is clear because the host and her guest clearly demands unlawful violence against people - the majority of them could be harmless. The pragmatics said, that the responsibility of the statements  politician had, lays on him, the young lady as a host, was by their opinion even not a journalists - so recognizing her guilty could make the colleagues laugh, they said and could interfere the praxis of a social challenge that's already spread. As they thought, a "guilty" decision could draw that praxis back to self-censorship. We can discuss that later (should the ethics only follow the new border of rudeness to the people, it's not the matter of non-journalist, but the media - if so - whenever you want to cross the ethics line, you hire a non-professional and the ethic commission should shut up.)
What ended the discussion was a discovery that our code doesn't have any regulation about encouraging violence - so we found the whole case as a no-violating case. But there was a bitter taste even in the opposite site of the commission, so we produced a statement, that it isn't nice encouraging people to kill or castrate their fellow citizen. 

This opens a new, and probably the most important question do we enjoy the confidence as an unbiased body and all the credibility that should go with us. It's hard to answer. Being one of the members of the commission I should answer positively.  There are few signs and statements that bring some doubt.

Firstly: before the political changes there was an obligation of all the media to publish the decision of journalists' court of honor, now it's the matter of free will.  Only half of the important media publish the abstracts of the decisions of the ethic commission. The publishers, not being a part of the system feel no obligation to publish them, although most of them respect the code of ethics. The only room for publishing decisions regulary is an internet site of the journalists' society and trade union.
Secondly: the journalists, recognized as breakers of the code react differently - some of tem are offended and break up the membership in the journalist society. Anecdote about the former secretary of the journalist trade union - which is also a founder of the ethic commission - he withdrew from the journalist society, because he was not satisfied with one of the decision - bud he wouldn't let the trade unions and his position - very principally I must say. He himself is an author of one of the commentaries ob the decision of the ethic commission, when he was still its member: He made so many mistake, he said, that we couldn't save him.
However- the decision of remaining by one partite - journalist only - body was by my opinion shortsighted. Now when we would awfully need a support by a broad Media council, we remain bare handed - and let the politicians have an argument of ethic commission as not credible enough, consisting only of journalists. What happened in Slovenia with the media is a good lecture - nothing is won forever. Slovenia used to be a good example for all the transitional countries. Now it's an ugly duckling - hopefully - if there is still a possibility to grow up in a swan.
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