
	
		
			THE CONVERSATION

			MANUEL CAMPO VIDAL TALKS WITH FRANCISCO LUPIÁÑEZ “The conventional media are resistant to change”

			Manuel Campo Vidal does not need much introduction: he is one of the most prominent media professionals in Spain. Born in Camporrells (Huesca) in 1951, he holds a Bachelor’s degree in Journalism and a doctorate in Sociology, and he is also a technical engineer in Industrial Engineering. Four highlights from his extensive CV: he was a news anchor on TV1, directed Antena 3 TV and moderated in 1993 the first Spanish televised election debate between then-President Felipe González and his rival José María Aznar. He has been at the helm of the Academy of the Television Arts and Sciences since 2006. Francisco Lupiáñez was born in Avilés (Asturias) in 1977. He holds a B.A. in Economics and a doctorate in Information and Knowledge Society. He works as a professor in the UOC’s Information and Communication degree programme and is a researcher in the Interdisciplinary Research Group in ICTs (i2TIC)
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			What do you think are the most important changes in the media in the past five years? Two things have changed. Firstly, the economic crisis has sped things up. And secondly, a paradigm shift whereby spectators are coming to play a much more active role than they did several years ago, is also gaining momentum. Individual media are being developed, and at peak times, like in Madrid on the 11th of March 2004 or the London underground attacks on the 7th of July 2005, they are capable of creating networks that can end up being more important than the conventional media. On the 11th of March, for example, the news director at TV3 commented that the text messaging was ahead of the television, that was practically delivering live reports. In the London attacks, Tony Blair’s government said that no photographs of the dead and from inside the tunnels would be published, but some citizens posted photos on their blogs snapped with their mobile phones and two days later they were published in The Times and The Washington Post. Not only can we consider political, technological and economic factors as engines of change, but there are also others, such as customs and how people use the media.

			Is participatory culture a more dynamic factor than the audiovisual industry itself? Yes. We saw it in the American elections. Social networks were used in President Obama’s campaign for three main purposes: to spread the word about the campaign, to raise money and to organise the volunteers. This is a novel situation which I think will change how election campaigns are run all over the world.

			How does this change the industry? I would say that it’s not as flexible as individual citizens... My perception is that the conventional media are seriously resistant to change. It is true that they are undergoing a profound transformation; in the case of the audiovisual industry, for example, the leap from analogical to digital is changing the world. There is also a transition towards multi-channel, which leads to extremely high audience fragmentation and consequently the possible atomisation of the advertising market. Therefore, the parameters governing audiences, advertising and the traditional business model in the conventional media are being redrawn. The transition is extremely deep-seated, and the fact that it is dovetailing with a serious economic crisis means that it is it is taking place under very severe conditions. This means that there is a need to reinvent the business models, perhaps with the disappearance of some medium, mergers or acquisitions, and who knows if it will mean a major reshuffling of the communication map.

			“Every time a new medium has emerged, there has been a profound crisis”

			Why isn’t the industry readying itself for this change? Seen from a historical perspective, every time a new medium has emerged, there has been a profound crisis and a much-needed re-adaptation, with the usual reluctance and with the opportunities that also create acceptance. When radio first appeared, the press was considered done with as it dated from the 19th century and was highly atomised, dealing largely in opinion. There were maybe 30 newspapers in print in Barcelona alone, and they wrote from the vantage point of the trade unions, the political parties and the neighbourhoods. When television appeared, radio was considered done with, and when thematic TV channels appeared, because satellites and cable made it possible to broadcast beyond the usual wavelength, general TV was – very erroneously – considered done with. Now all these circumstances are in the air, but a new medium has appeared. We call it ‘the Internet’, and we take care of it with a three-syllable word, but the fact is that here we have many media, which might be another engine if they were concatenated. Plus, if all the previous media do not truly adapt the situation might become quite complex. Other communication systems are being created with the Internet as their basis, and they are coming to take on truly impressive proportions.

			Do you think that one way of rising above this is the new professions? New kinds of journalists and audiovisual jobs? Yes. In the late 1980s, when Jacques Delors was at the head of the European Commission, it issued a White Paper on the new professions, which stated that 2,000 new professions would appear in the next 20 years, even though they did not know yet what they would be. I think that they fell short with this prediction because probably not only have new professions appeared, but many existing professions have changed. The lorry driver of 10 or 15 years ago has nothing to do with the lorry driver of today, who resembles a NASA engineer and has location radar and a computer onboard. Lorry drivers today are conversant in the world of telecommunications, in addition to driving their vehicles. If we apply this to our professions, the result – without having to go out on a limb with our predictions – will be very different. For some years now, the debate has gone no further than just talking about multi-functionality or multitasking, yet we all see that a leap must be taken to transform the role of journalists, because their job today on an editorial team is not the same as when I was an intern at Tele/eXpres.

			Have things gotten worse? Things have gotten worse because the journalism companies, not to mention many journalists, have bunkered down too much. Nowadays, journalists are a little less free, a little less autonomous, less independent. I feel very sad when a talk show begins on the radio or television and even before it starts I already know the positions of the talking heads. Things have also gotten worse in the sense that experience is undervalued for many reasons, including economic, and because we have not trained journalists properly. I think that the hiring of younger writers on the editorial teams has led to the elimination of much needed experience, so young people can’t work side-by-side with veterans. I was extremely lucky when I was a student doing my internship at Tele/eXpres and Manuel Ibáñez Escofet was the editor-in-chief. He let the interns and young journalists sit in on the headline meeting every day. That was a fantastic lesson in journalism. The fact that there are too many inexperienced young people on the editoral staff now who never lived through the crisis of the 1990s, much less the 1980s, means that we are feeding another crisis in addition to the international financial crisis and the local crisis in Spain’s growth model.

			“Now journalists are a little less free, a little less autonomous, less independent”

			Given this, how do you feel about the early retirement of some writing staff? Early retirement has been a death blow, not only in the press but also in banking and other industries. The general manager of a major savings bank told me that they fired people who would now be close to 60 years old; in addition to the knowledge they had amassed over the years, they were able to “intuitively sniff out a good loan prospect”. They have been replaced by people who are proficient in more languages, but for whom the customers are just numbers, and they grant fewer loans than the bank manager would like. This has been an important factor on the writing staffs of newspapers, but also behind the counters of the lending banks and in so many other walks of life.

			Do you think that the dubiously neutral or even outrightly biased stances of journalists have an impact on the public sphere? I think that all of this is reflected in the fact that public opinion has largely discredited journalists. We are doing something wrong when 10 or 15 years ago the CIS surveys rated journalism among the most prestigious professions and now we’re at the bottom of the list. We are doing something wrong and we need to take a critical look at it. People have seen too much bunkering down, too much distancing, too much ingenuousness at some point in time, too much devotion. A journalist was a much more highly respected person years ago, and now only some of them are respected.

			Can we put this down to the crisis in institutional legitimacy? Some years ago, Antonio Alvarez Solís, a veteran journalist who was the editor-in-chief of Interviú and worked at La Vanguardia, said that he had seen a man whose business card read “xxx, subscriber to La Vanguardia”. Hey, that’s serious stuff: not just anyone was a subscriber to La Vanguardia! Today that is unthinkable. Why? Firstly, because we speak and write badly. A newspaper should also be a repository where language is cultivated as the prime instrument with which we work, but we don’t cultivate the language, nor does anyone require us to. Beyond the bunkering down, the lack of experience and early retirement, another issue is language. Nor have we heeded the fact that here anyone who has participated in a few talk shows or appeared on Big Brother or the Big Brother of politics, which also exists, can claim to be a journalist. So anyone can proclaim themselves a journalist in the private or public media, given the passivity of the professional colleges and of the television academy itself, and we just sit there wringing our hands… Perhaps we should revise the talk show genre, put some constraints on it and set some requirements, because if we don’t we are discrediting our profession by letting just anyone participate.

			“Anyone who has participated in a few discussions or appeared on ‘Big Brother’ can claim to be a journalist”

			The Internet has also extended the boundaries of what it means to be a journalist. The traditional media now have online sections that say, “you, too, can be a journalist” where anyone can report…  We can accept phenomena like the citizen-journalist, but there have to be limits. I think that one of the Internet’s problems is precisely its credibility. At the same time, the main loss in the media is also credibility, both of the media and the journalists. And the sum of all this has led to the fact that we’re suffering with how the public sees us when, after all, we work for them and are indebted to them.

			On the other hand, not too long ago Minister Sebastián said that the audiovisual law still has a long way to go. What do you think about that and the lack of a state-wide audiovisual council? These are two different issues. The audiovisual law was tricky even 10 or 15 years back when we were calling for one. Today it’s even trickier because there are many more media and many new situations, although we have to have some sort of regulatory framework. As for the councils, I am neither extraordinarily in favour of them nor the kind of person who is almost ideologically opposed to them. If the audiovisual councils have to be like the ones in Catalonia, Navarra or Andalusia, which issue papers that are totally out of touch with reality, and especially when – and this I consider a much more serious problem – they are a direct reflection of parliamentary interests, I do not find them at all useful. There is already a parliamentary commission controlling the public media and administrative councils that fills this role. If not, we are simply creating more elephant graveyards. If the audiovisual council were to be somewhat more English in style, made up of independent, professionally prestigious members, then we could start talking. 
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