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 Introduction
 

National Newspapers of Ireland (NNI) is grateful for the opportunity to 
respond to the Consultation by the Minister for Communications, Energy 
and Natural Resources on the introduction of a Public Service 
Broadcasting Charge.

 
NNI represents 16 national daily, Sunday and weekly and 25 local and 
regional newsbrands. On an average day (Monday-Saturday), almost 3 
million people in Ireland read a national newspaper in print and/or 
online. On Sundays, 2.2m adults, or 60 per cent of the adult population, 
either pick up a paper or read at least one of Ireland’s national 
newspapers online. In addition, 1.3m adults read regional newspapers. In 
total, 84 per cent of the adult population in Ireland read newspapers 
regularly.

In recent years, newspaper publishers have invested  heavily and 
created many new jobs in digital publishing. Today, NNI publishers 
operate their newspaper brands online and manage additional digital 
businesses for special interests like property and recruitment. 

Thanks to a very strong interest in newspaper content, over 300m 
newspapers are sold annually in Ireland. Their production, distribution 
and sale together provide thousands of jobs and millions of euro in direct 
and indirect tax revenue for the country. Some 4,000 people are 
employed directly by the newspaper industry in Ireland with many more 
part-time and spin-off jobs supported by the industry in related sectors 
such as advertising, PR, distribution, media monitoring and printing. 
 
NNI newspapers alone account for €700 m in turnover and an annual 

payment to the Exchequer of €100m in taxes. 
 
Basis for funding public service content needs fundamental review.

   
NNI members have a clear interest in the manner in which RTE is funded. 
They compete for advertising spend with RTE, head-on in the online 
sector. RTE is currently funded on a dual basis, availing of public funding 
through the television licence fee and of commercial income. 

 
NNI has consistently raised concerns about the way in which RTE unfairly 
leverages its position as a publically-funded broadcaster in areas  in 
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which it competes with other media players. It reiterates here that RTE 
must compete fairly with its on-line competitors, and, in particular, that 
it should cease to carry advertising on its website, www.RTE.ie.

 

It might be thought that a more efficient mechanism for funding RTE's 
public service remit could result in RTE receiving more public funding, 
and relying less on commercial revenues. However, NNI is sceptical 
whether this will in fact be the case. Indeed, NNI suspects that, whatever 
the level and source of public funding, RTE will continue unfairly to 
leverage its public service remit to compete unfairly with newspaper 
publishers and others particularly as it currently does in the on-line 
space. 

In today's economic climate, NNI believes that it is timely and necessary  
to reconsider the very basis for the public funding of RTE. The time is 
ripe for a critical re-evaluation of the means by which RTE is to be 
remunerated for performing its mandate. Specifically in relation to its 
public service remit, it should be noted that newspaper publishers and 
the independent broadcasters contribute a great deal to the cultural, 
social, economic, intellectual and political life of Ireland. Together with 
RTE, they are guarantors of an objectively informed public and of 
democracy. Yet, in contrast to RTE, they receive no public funding.

   
NNI believes that RTE can no longer arrogate to itself, as stated by its 
Director-General Noel Curran, the exclusive role of guaranteeing "a 
strong and distinctive indigenous voice  and indigenous perspective on 
the world; a voice that is accessible to all across different media, which 
articulates our stories, relays our experiences and allows for national 
public debate and conversation". Considerable public resources go to RTE 
to perform this role. Yet, this role is shared by very many elements of the 
independent media - including NNI member newspapers. NNI believes 
that there are compelling reasons for arguing that public funding of RTE 
- by whatever means - should no longer be a given. Instead, for all but 
very narrowly defined public tasks, RTE should itself compete in the 
market place. Rather than rely on revenue stemming from TV licences, or 
a public service broadcasting charge,  RTE should be able to charge users 
directly, whether by means of a subscription or pay for view charge. Any 
public funding should be strictly limited to the fulfilment of narrowly-
defined public service tasks, which cannot be performed in the absence 
of such funding.
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Basis for Charge
Issue 1
NNI does not believe that the charge should be a “device-independent” 
one. Whether or not to avail of public-service broadcasting is a choice 
that individual households and businesses should be able to make. NNI 
understands that a significant number of people choose not to watch 
television, and that the same is true of businesses. In their case, there 
has been no evasion of a television license fee, and there is no 
justification for the imposition of a charge. To impose what is effectively 
a tax in such cases is not “equitable”. This is even more so, since the 
imposition of a charge on people who have no interest in watching TV 
may affect their spending on alternative media such as newspapers.

Definition of “Eligible Households”
Issue 3

It is difficult to see where the “benefits” of public service broadcasting 
flow where the occupier does not avail of public-service broadcasting. 
NNI believes that the “principle” in the current TV licence system is 
wrongly stated and applied.  The  occupier may pay, but only where there 
is a television. By extension here, the charge should apply to households 
only where possession of the appropriate device/s gives access to 
publically-funded content. 

Definition of “Applicable Businesses”
Issue 5
NNI agrees that defining businesses to which the charge should apply is a 
complex aspect of the proposed charge. The Minister’s stated objective 
of “a fair and equitable system which ensures a contribution to Public 
Service Broadcasting funding from the various categories in the business 
sector” is a laudable one. However, it is  not equitable to levy any charge 
on businesses who choose not to avail of public service broadcasting.

Compliance and Enforcement
Issue 11
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NNI believes that it is likely that the introduction of a device-free funding 
model “should lend itself to easier enforcement with the potential for less 
evasion allied to increased revenue and lower enforcement costs”. 
However, the way in which this issue is expressed indicates that the 
revenue/enforcement tail is wagging the public service broadcasting dog. 
NNI maintains that there is no justification for imposing a charge on 
those who do not avail of the benefits of public service broadcasting, and 
that the device-free model cannot be adopted simply because it is more 
effective in revenue and enforcement terms. 

Other Comments
NNI’s comments above have been made on the basis that the current 
dual-funded public service broadcasting regime under the Broadcasting 
Act 2009 will remain in place. However, it questions whether, in the light 
of current economic conditions, changing technologies and, indeed, 
changing attitudes, the existing regime should be replaced by one in 
which RTE directly charges its viewers, whether on a subscription or on a 
pay per view basis. 

Indeed, the “elephant in the room” is that RTE has over the years availed 
of huge levels of public funding and, unless the current legislative basis 
for its operations and funding is radically changed, it will continue to do 
so. Even at a time of huge cutbacks and austerity in public spending, it 
received nearly euro 181m in licence fee income in 2012 paid for by 
householders and businesses. Even taking into account commercial 
revenues, it has incurred total losses of euro 56.7m over the past five 
years, and a total deficit of euro 114.2m over the same period (with 
losses of euro 19 million and a deficit of euro 65.2m in 2012). Given 
declining licence fee and commercial revenues, and the clear need to take 
some fat off the bone, RTE has taken steps to reduce costs. Yet, even if 
RTE can return to a break-even or profitable position, the fact remains 
that the level of public funding will remain unacceptably high. 

NNI believes that it is no longer acceptable for RTE to receive huge 
amounts of public funding - however sourced - on the basis it alone can 
guarantee an indigenous "voice". Other media players can, and do, 
provide such a voice. NNI believes that a fairer and more equitable 
system is available to ensure the maintenance of “Irishness” in 
broadcasting and to guarantee a level playing field between broadcasters 
in the State, and indeed between broadcasters and other media in the 
burgeoning on-line sector. 
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The digitalization of broadcasting provides new opportunities for 
funding. Private sector broadcasters can be funded by advertising or by a 
combination of advertising and payment for access. Independent 
broadcasters and other media players serving the Irish market have to 
reach out to their audiences and advertisers and prosper or otherwise in 
the marketplace. Why should this not also be the case for RTE? 

NNI believes that RTE’s current public service remit needs to be critically 
examined and trimmed down to what truly cannot be provided in the 
marketplace. This is clearly not the place to define categorically what 
should and what should not be contained in the remit. However, it has to 
be questioned whether RTE’s national television and radio broadcasting 
service truly has “the character of a public service”, where other 
broadcasters could equally well provide similar programming. 
Furthermore, much of the “popular” programming simply does not fit into 
the ordinary meaning of “public service”. This does not, of course, 
exclude a measure of public funding to remunerate the provision of 
narrowly-defined public services. Disemminating information in the event 
of a major emergency is clearly a public service. Yet such essential 
“public service” content can be carried on any media, paid for by the State 
at the expense of the taxpayer. It is also clear that some “Irish” 
programming can be funded as a "public good" at the expense of the 
taxpayer, but it is not necessary that this be carried by a particular 
broadcaster. The same approach could be taken to the funding of 
orchestras, choirs and other cultural performing groups. The key point is 
that any such funding should no longer inure solely to the benefit of RTE.

NNI is not arguing that a distinctive Irish voice in the media should be 
sacrificed at the altar of the “global marketplace”. Instead, it argues that 
the role of guaranteeing the Irish voice is for all media having a 
commitment to the Irish way of life and that RTE should not be seen as 
having an exclusive role in this regard. RTE should not be publically 
funded for the provision of its broadcasting services, but should be 
required to fund these by means of advertising and subscription 
revenues, with the viewer having the free choice whether to avail of its 
services. Essential public services and elements of “Irish” programming 
can, of course, be publically funded, but all media players should be able 
to reap the benefits. Such an approach would have the dual merit of 
reducing public expenditure, and allowing Irish media players to compete 
on a level playing-field.   
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Ends
8th October 2013
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