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Nearly 25 years of media and minorities policy in the Netherlands

From exclusivity to inclusiveness

by Susan Bink, researcher Mira Media, Utrecht.

Over the last few years the theme “media and minorities” has gained a clear and acknowledged position within government policies. Especially near the end of the 1990s the government gave priority to increase a balanced representation of the multicultural society in the media. Yet today, in 2006, it appears that the world of broadcasting still does not reflect the realities of the contemporary multicultural society, not with respect to staff employment, nor with respect to programming. Although there is more colour to be seen in Dutch media than approximately twenty years ago, a balanced representation of the culturally varied Dutch society is still lacking. Moreover, the work force within the media industry (and especially the printed press) does not yet sufficiently reflect Dutch society. For twenty years Dutch organisation Mira Media has exerted itself to change this situation.

Introduction

This paper will focus on the developments of media and minorities policy in the Netherlands since their beginning in the early 1980s. Over the years, cultural diversity has been given considerable encouragement in media policy. Still, ethnic minorities do not feel that they are equally and fairly represented in the national mainstream media and seen as equal citizens. Especially after 9/11 and the Danish ‘cartoon affair’, many groups, but especially Muslims, turned away from the national mainstream media, protesting at what they saw as an unfair representation of Islam. Instead, they increasingly use transnational satellite and internet media for information. In addition to the ‘old’ national mainstream media, global media are becoming increasingly influential as they bring ‘breaking news’ unfiltered from distant conflict zones directly to our television screens. Think for instance of the live reports of the Arab news channel ‘Al Jazeera’ from the war zone during the Second Gulf War. Many, especially young, Muslims watched these reports to broaden their view on the situation in the Middle East (Mira Media, 2003). 

In some urban areas in the Netherlands, more than 50% of the youngsters are from an ethnic minority background (Hogewind & Bakas, 2002). Also, the current environment is intensely mediated, making media an increasingly influential part of everyday life, especially for youngsters. So diversity within the media is essential for the full participation of ethnic minority groups in society, as well as for the future sustainability and legitimacy of the national mainstream media. The Dutch government started to realise this in the early 1980s. This is when the first reports on media and minorities were introduced. 
Target audience programmes 

During the 1960s and 1970s a great number of men from the poorer parts of Morocco and Turkey came to the Netherlands to work. These immigrants were called ‘guest workers’, because the Dutch government assumed that they were only settling temporarily in the Netherlands. But often, the family of these migrant workers came to join their husband or father later on, and in the late 1970s the government realised that these immigrants were here to stay. So due to increasing numbers of immigrants and in the light of the recognition of the Netherlands as an immigration country, the Dutch government published the first policy advice regarding immigrants in the Netherlands in 1979 (d’Haenens & Koeman, 2006).

In 1983 both the Minority Report and the Media Memorandum focussed on the disadvantaged position of minorities in relation to the use of mass media in the Netherlands. To improve this situation the government deemed it justified to implement “a number of regulations which allow minorities to further enhance their pursuit of emancipation.” Special attention was given to radio and television programmes aimed at minorities, because these forms of media are of great importance for their cultural experience and development. Simultaneously, ethnic-cultural minorities recognized a need for information about employment, housing, health care and social security, but also for programmes that consisted of news, music, culture and entertainment from their country of origin. These programmes were mostly in the migrant workers’ mother tongue and subtitled in Dutch (Leurdijk, 2004).

The first initiative for a specific media and minorities policy was instigated in 1989 with the Mediaboard’s
 research report entitled “Media and Immigrants.” Never before were these two themes integrated in one policy document. In this notice the Media Board pleaded for an additional incentives policy in which the national government would promote media provisions aimed specifically at immigrants. During the 1980s the government supported mainly target audience programmes for ethnic minorities, because it was believed that these programmes would enhance the integration process of minorities in Dutch society. Consequently, on a national, regional and local level there had to be an offer of target audience programmes. In Amsterdam migrant television came into existence and the programme ‘Paspoort’ (Passport), aired on national radio and television, was given great importance. Paspoort was a short programme targeted at five ethnic minority groups (Turks, Moroccans, Spaniards, Italians and Yugoslavians). The programme consisted of news and information from the countries of origin (Leurdijk, 2004).

Interculturalisation of national public broadcasting

At the onset of the 1990s this situation changed. The ethnic groups themselves were now held responsible for the experience of their own culture, instead of the government. The local broadcasting stations, as opposed to national public broadcasting, were expected to meet this need by broadcasting target audience programmes. Thus, a first start was being made with the interculturalisation of public broadcasting. Immigrants were to be represented adequately by the national media, but not through programmes in their language of origin. As a consequence, the programme ‘Paspoort’ was cancelled. The idea behind this was that these programmes should be broadcasted through local broadcasting stations and that satellite television had already extended the offer of programmes in the native language of the immigrants. 

One of the Dutch public broadcasters, NPS, is legally required to allocate 25% of its radio and 20% of its television air time to programmes targeted at minority groups. Extensive research on the media use of ethnic public groups, conducted by Bureau Veldkamp in 1995, demonstrated that the NPS programmes designed at ethnic minorities attracted few viewers. This supported the government’s stance that there ought to be an integrated programming approach with respect to cultural diversity, instead of exclusive target audience programming. Research on the minority programming of different broadcasting corporations, initiated in 1997 by State Secretary Nuis, demonstrated that both in national and regional programming hardly any programmes were produced for ethnic minorities. On a local level, however, volunteers with an ethnic-cultural background increasingly produced radio and television programmes aimed at their own group. Especially first generation immigrants appeared to have a need for programmes in their native language.

Extensive support for cultural diversity in the media
Near the end of the 1990s the then-State Secretary of Media and Culture, Van der Ploeg, adhered to stimulating cultural diversity in the media. On his initiative the memorandum ‘Media and minorities policy’ appeared in 1999. This note clearly stipulated that the multicultural society ought to be represented in the composition of the programming, the producers and the audience of the media. Only then could there be any form of mutual integration. It also pleaded for strengthening specific programming for minorities on a local level. Thus, during this period there was considerable support for stimulating cultural diversity in the media. However, this view had yet to reach the policy- and media producers at the public broadcasting corporation. In aid of this the public broadcasting corporation initiated a bureau for representation and diversity, entitled ‘Meer van Anders’ (More of Something Else), in 2002. That same year three other organisations involved with media in a culturally diverse society came to life: MTNL (multicultural television in the four largest cities), FunX (metropolitan, multicultural radio station for the youth) and Mixed Media (mediating trainee posts for immigrant journalists). It appeared that on a national level, projects were being initiated in radio, television and the press that led to more ethnic groups recognizing themselves in the media. It was also being acknowledged that the current generation of youngsters is a highly diverse group for whom multiculturalism is self-evident. The term ‘urban’ came into existence, which referred to youth culture in the larger cities. 

The future of the public broadcasting corporation
Since their arrival in 1989 the commercial broadcasting corporations in the Netherlands have grown in number and popularity. As a consequence the reach of the public broadcasting corporation decreased. Since 2004 the future of public broadcasting is at stake. The visitation commission Public Broadcasting Corporation pointed out that immigrants are not being adequately reached through public broadcasting and that public broadcasting corporations do not function as a meeting place for indigenous and immigrant population groups, as was noted in their assignment. Nor are the ethnic-cultural groups adequately represented in current radio and television research. For this reason there are no current data available concerning the programme preferences of ethnic groups. State Secretary Van der Laan shares the concern of the visitation commission and emphasises a common strategy of the public broadcasting corporations with regard to youngsters and immigrants. This resulted amongst other things in the establishment of NOS Headlines in 2005, a special news portal for youngsters with news presented from an original perspective, brought by young, up-and-coming journalists. The composition of the editorial board is very culturally diverse, which is reflected in the topics of the news reports. 

Both the Interim Concession Policy Plan (March 2005) and the Long-Range Budget 2006-2010 of the Public Broadcasting Corporation reported about extensive, visible exertions to extend the reach to specific target audiences such as youngsters, adolescents and ethnic minority groups. Here the basic assumption was to approach the ‘new Dutchmen’ not as a separate group, but to maintain an inclusive policy. State Secretary Van der Laan (Ministry of Education, Cultural Affairs and Science) attached importance to the inclusive approach in the 2005 media budget. Additionally, she specifically emphasised the importance of making youngsters and minorities visible in the radio and television research of the public broadcasting corporation.    

In 2008, when the new policy period sets in, the government will urge the public broadcasting corporations to try and reach ethnic target audiences, yet at the same time the NPS, the only broadcasting corporation which has a task in producing multicultural programmes, will be cancelled. All broadcasting corporations should produce better multicultural programming, but it remains to be seen whether there is enough support for this within the different broadcasting corporations. Moreover, other broadcasting corporations lack NPS’s expertise in the field of multicultural programming. 

There has been a lot of criticism from the public broadcasting organisations, programme makers, producers and policy makers towards the new broadcasting plans. Although it remains to be seen if the new broadcasting policy will be carried out in the future. At the end of June, the Dutch government suffered from a crisis, after the smallest coalition member (D66), including State Secretary Van der Laan, said it could no longer work with the country’s hard-line immigration minister Verdonk. This resulted in the resignation of the government. Early elections will take place in November 2006 rather than next May as scheduled. So developments in public broadcasting from 2008 onwards are still unsettled. 
Over the years the broadcasting staff has become increasingly aware of the importance of cultural diversity in the media, but it has not yet resulted in action. The media industry is still a predominantly white bastion. This is also due to cutbacks within the world of broadcasting, which has resulted in fewer job opportunities and many redundancies. On the other hand, this age of digitalisation has created new opportunities for media expression on the internet, through weblogs, podcasts and digital theme broadcasting stations which enables every citizen to share his or her story with the outside world. Moreover, aspiring journalists can gain experience by writing or filming their own stories and disseminating these through the internet. The internet hosts various websites which are specifically aimed at ethnic groups.

What can be done?

Making cultural diversity part of the reality of television and radio will have a profound effect on the perceptions and attitudes of the viewing and listening public, and will encourage audiences to engage with the media with more analytical and critical awareness. Media consumers – whatever their background - need to learn to interpret and to question the news and images with which they are confronted. Moreover, the visibility of ethnic minority groups and ethnic role models in the mainstream media can have an encouraging effect on young people from ethnic minority populations. They recognise that they also have the opportunity to achieve certain social positions.

This process requires change: change in personnel and programming policies of radio, television, newspaper and new media companies.  More ethnic minority media professionals will need to be employed; staff need to be re-trained; media training centres need to review their curricula; migrant consumer groups will have to be empowered. Most important of all, more young people from immigrant communities and of ethnic minority origin need to be encouraged to seek careers in the media. The number of ethnic minority students enrolled in media training institutes is very low. Although there is a lot of talented potential in the ethnic minority communities, not many young people of these groups tend to choose a career in broadcasting. They prefer to attend a prestigious educational programme, in the field of management, law or economics. 

Today, in 2006, three organisations active in the field of the media and the multicultural society receive government grants, namely MTNL, FunX and Mira Media. Organisations like Migrants & Media, Bureau of Representation & Diversity and Mixed Media have had to discontinue their exertions due to cutbacks and lack of support. Of the remaining organisations Mira Media is the only one which does not produce radio or television programmes, but for twenty years it has consistently worked towards equal participation of ethnic-cultural minorities in the media through various projects in the field of intercultural careers guidance, intake of media professionals and service and advice for journalists. 

In order to make diversity part of the reality of Dutch media, Mira Media is building partnerships with local and national authorities and organisations, broadcasters and ethnic minority communities. Projects and policies are being developed and executed which enhance the promotion of intercultural programming, the promotion of intercultural media competence, the provision of employment and training, the empowerment of ethnic minority consumer groups in the media and the implementation of intercultural media education.

On the right track?

All those years in which the aforementioned organisations have fought for a better representation of multicultural society in the media have certainly paid off. The conceptualisation of the multicultural society has increased drastically over the last few years. There is more cultural diversity in Dutch television series, films and talk shows. A television presenter with a coloured skin is no longer an exception on Dutch television. The question is whether this development can be sustained. With the current negative media attention paid to anything that has to do with the multicultural society (and especially the Islam), a focus on the relation between the media and the multicultural society is more important than ever. 
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� On 22 January 1996 the Media Board, together with the Board of the Arts, the Board of Cultural Management and the Board of Advice for Library System and Information Facility, merged into the Board of Culture. 
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