MEDIA FREEDOM
RAPID RESPONSE

Petr Kellner, PPF Majority Shareholder
cc: Didier Stoessel, Chief Executive Officer CME

cc: Lubos Jetmar, Chief Executive Officer, CME Bulgaria

Dear Mr Kellner,

In light of recent developments, the undersigned partners of the Media Freedom Rapid
Response (MFRR) and other press freedom organisations, are writing to raise a
number of topics regarding media ownership and editorial independence.

We are aware that on 6 October, the European Commission gave the green light under
the EU Merger Regulation for your PPF Group to purchase a majority stake in the
Central European Media Enterprises (CME) from AT&T's WarnerMedia for
approximately €940 million. After the deal was finalised on 13 October, your company
added to its business portfolio more than 30 TV channels broadcasting to
approximately 45 million people across Bulgaria, Czechia, Romania, Slovakia and
Slovenia, including influential brands such as bTV and Nova.

This acquisition has wide-ranging implications for the media landscapes in each of
these five states. It also comes at a time when media freedom and independent
journalism are under significant pressure throughout Central and Eastern Europe,
including all five countries mentioned above. Therefore, in taking over CME at this
time, PPF Group will shoulder a significant responsibility in light of the media’s role, in
any democratic society, of providing citizens with independent information on matters
of public interest. It is essential that it lives up to it.

As a consortium of organisations with decades of shared experience working in
Central and Eastern Europe, we are all too aware that the commitment of media
owners to the value of quality, independent journalism is a key determinant for media
freedom in the region. The importance of these issues has recently been outlined in
the European Commission’s Rule of Law report, which singled out media ownership
and transparency as major underlying issues in all five of the aforementioned
countries.

Central here is the issue of editorial independence. In your last PPF Annual report,
you clearly stated that you have no desire for the company to enter politics in any way.
It is essential this standard is upheld, given that the media outlets you now own play
a major role in public debate and opinion in their respective countries. Outlets with
such a wide reach have a particular responsibility to provide citizens with independent,


https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1842
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication_2020_rule_of_law_report_en.pdf
https://www.ppf.eu/cs/press-releases/uvodni-slovo-k-vyrocni-zprave-2018

quality information while avoiding the promotion of specific commercial or political
interests or the perception thereof.

It is also for this reason that their ability to work free from any interference is
paramount. Newsrooms must be able to cover any topic without rebuke and the press
must be free to carry out its watchdog role in holding those in power to account,
whatever their level of political or business influence. Journalists must be able to follow
the story wherever it leads.

In this context, we note PPF’s extensive commercial dealings with China, whose
leadership is particularly averse to criticism, especially on issues such as the treatment
of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang, Taiwan or Hong Kong, where a mass crackdown on
fundamental rights is underway. The growing role of China in Central Europe is an
issue of undisputed public interest in the region. Therefore, we ask you to ensure that
the outlets you own are editorially free to publish critically about Chinese policy or
investment in their countries without pressure to soften stances or avoid certain issues,
no matter the repercussions for other investments or relations. Likewise, they must not
become PR firms for boosting China’s image or currying favour.

Cross-sector media ownership, as in the case of PPF’s media investment, carries
inherent risks. Sadly, examples abound in recent years of cases where similar
takeovers by business groups in Europe have led to the swift replacement of editors
for what appeared to be reasons related to political or business interests. The apparent
instrumentalization of media for private ends rather than the public good greatly
damages the perception of editorial independence and contributes to diminished
public trust in the media overall. It is vital that such practices are not repeated
elsewhere.

Considering these concerns, our organisations call on you to take this opportunity to
reaffirm your support publicly for the values, norms and laws that underpin media
freedom. In addition, as the owner of PPF Group, we ask you to commit in writing to
ensuring that the editorial independence of all stations newly acquired by your group
will be respected, regardless of political or financial pressure.

We note that when previously asked to make such commitments by the Czech
Syndicate of Journalists, PPF’s Chief of Public and Government Affairs, Vladimir
Mlynaf, a former independent journalist himself, declined to address such concerns.

Doing so now, in the wake of the purchase of CME being finalised, would be an
important symbol of PPF’s re-commitment to protecting media freedom and ease the
uncertainty that many journalists across these 30 TV stations are feeling at this
moment.

Our organisations will continue to closely monitor this situation and would be glad to
offer our combined expertise on matters of press and media freedom.

We ask you to take our concerns into consideration and look forward to seeing your
response.


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/05/china-buying-influence-czech-republic-loan-company
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/26/business/media/daniel-kretinsky-le-monde.html
https://www.total-slovenia-news.com/business/5038-background-fall-in-independence-of-czech-media-may-impact-slovenia-too

Signed

ARTICLE 19

European Centre for Press and Media Freedom (ECPMF)
European Federation of Journalists (EFJ)

International Press Institute

Osservatorio Balcani Caucaso Transeuropa (OBCT)

Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
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This letter has been coordinated by IPI as part of the Media Freedom Rapid Response (MERR), which tracks, monitors
and responds to violations of press and media freedom in EU Member States and Candidate Countries. This project provides
legal and practical support, public advocacy and information to protect journalists and media workers. The MFRR is organised
by a consortium led by the European Centre for Press and Media Freedom (ECPMF) including ARTICLE 19, the European
Federation of Journalists (EFJ), Free Press Unlimited (FPU), the Institute for Applied Informatics at the University of Leipzig
(InfAl), International Press Institute (IP1) and CCl/Osservatorio Balcani e Caucaso Transeuropa (OBCT). The project is co-
funded by the European Commission.



https://www.mfrr.eu/

