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THE MORE THINGS CHANGE,
THE MORE THEY STAY THE SAME:

CHALLENGES FACING MoLDOVAN MEDIA IN 2019
AND PATTERNS FROM THE 2016 ELECTIONS

Ludmila Noft

Moldova’s media face a major challenge in that they are subject to political influence, concentrated in the
hands of a few oligarchs, and lack transparency in their ownership.” Many hoped that this would change after
the presidential elections in 2016, the first of their kind to take place in nearly 20 years. Despite the existence
of a broad array of mass media, including television, radio, online platforms, and newspapers, there is very little
diversity of opinion, and the overall quality of media remains low. In the last three years, independent journalists
have experienced increasing political pressure exerted by state institutions, restricted access to public events,
acts of verbal and physical intimidation. In the lead-up to the parliamentary elections, scheduled for February
24,2019, many expect that politicians will promote biased messages and disinformation through their media

platforms in order to gain power.

This policy brief evaluates the state of the Moldovan media environment since the presidential elections in
2016. Its findings analyze the major issues that they struggle with and the possible effects of excessively con-
trolled media on voters’ behavior during elections. It concludes with several recommendations to mitigate the

impact of fake news, propaganda and biased media outlets.

Moldova is “a state captured by oligarchic interests.”? This ownership transparency. Instead, there is a growing flood of
ascertainment, voiced by EU officials in October 2018, is one fake news and propaganda. The oligarchic monopoly over the
of the toughest so far, underscoring the major regression Moldovan media market raises serious concerns, particularly
in Moldova's democracy over the last three years, as well ahead of the forthcoming 2019 parliamentary elections.

as revealing that most of Moldova’s media outlets are Media outlets will have an extremely important role in this
concentrated in the hands of a few political actors. While democratic exercise in terms of informing, or vice versa, in
this challenge has been pointed out for years, little has been manipulating the public opinion.

accomplished to address the lack of media pluralism and

1 Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2018: Moldova,
2 "Report on the implementation of the EU Association Agreement with Moldova (2017/2281 (INI))," Petras Austrevicius, Rapporteur on Moldova,
Committe on Foreign Affairs, Parliament of the European Union. Brussels, October 15, 2018.
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Challenges facing Moldovan media

Since the 2016 presidential elections, there has been a lack

of genuine progress in improving the media environment in
Moldova. There are many well-known problems affecting

the media landscape. One of them is public access to free

and impartial media, as only 16 percent of Moldovans who
responded to a recent survey conducted by Internews believe
that they receive information from independent sources.® This
statement is directly linked with another worrying issue — media
ownership. Moldova’s major media institutions are concentrated
in the hands of a few political actors and businessmen with
political connections. In other words, even though there are
many sources of mass information in Moldova, it does not
mean that there is a diversity of unbiased opinions.

The lack of quality journalism in Moldova represents another
problem that has a negative impact on media consumers.
Affiliated media products are not truly informative but rather
highly politicized. As a result, more than 50 percent of
Moldovan respondents to the same Internews poll indicated
that they are not satisfied with the “professionalism and
qualification of journalists.”

Propaganda, fake news and manipulation constitute a well-
known problem facing contemporary Moldovan media, which
had a sound effect on public opinion during “crucial moments
of the country’s future and its regional relations.”> The 2016
elections are an eloquent example in this regard.® Also, the
lack of critical thinking and media literacy are serious threats
to the Moldovan public’s ability to fight disinformation and
objectively evaluate potentially biased information coming
from politically affiliated media outlets.

In addition, there is one more major challenge that the
independent media must confront: the political pressure exerted
against them by ruling elites. This pressure manifests in different

w
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ways, including hindering journalists’ access to information or
public press conferences, verbal and physical threats against
journalists, and politically motivated legal proceedings.” On top
of these challenges, independent media struggle with additional
obstacles that affect their day-to-day activity, such as financial
sustainability and a deficiency of human resources. All these
issues make objective coverage more difficult, and the upcoming
elections will not make the current situation any easier.

Past patterns before and after the 2016
presidential elections

It is commonly understood that media failed to ensure pluralism
and balanced coverage during the 2016 presidential elections.®
The campaign was flooded by a series of fake news and
misinformation, a phenomenon that was analyzed in detail

in previous policy briefs published by Freedom House.® The
electoral campaigns for the presidential bid were not conducted
on equal grounds. The major political parties, including the
Democratic Party (PDM) and the Socialist Party, exploited their
media outlets in an attempt to defame the rival candidates and
manipulate public opinion, rather than providing coverage to
inform the public and reflect the campaigns objectively. That,

in turn, had an impact on voters’ decisions and influenced the
final results of the election: 47.89 percent voted for Maia Sandu
(Action and Solidarity Party, PAS), and 52.11 percent voted for
Igor Dodon (the Socialist Party).

The media environment in Moldova after the 2016
presidential election has still not improved significantly.

Most of the media outlets in Moldova still play a dual role of
misinforming and manipulating public opinion because of
the excessive concentration of media ownership in the hands
of a few. This in turn contributes to the diminishing of media
pluralism and hinders the development of critical thinking
among Moldovan citizens.
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Demonstrators rally at Chisinau’s Media Solidarity March in support of media freedoms on May 3, 2018

Source: The Center for Investigative Journalism of Moldova

It is worth nothing that the situation of media ownership
remains basically unchanged since 2016. The leader of the
ruling Democratic Party (PDM), Vlad Plahotniuc, remains the
owner of the most media platforms in Moldova, controlling
four out of five national coverage broadcasters (Prime, Canal
2, Canal 3 and Publika TV) along with several radio stations,
web portals and advertising agencies. The current Moldovan
President, Igor Dodon, comes in a close second. His closest
aides and the Socialist Party also hold at least three television
stations (Accent TV, NTV Moldova and Exclusive TV)."®

A newer competitor in this media ownership “race” is the
controversial businessman and mayor of Orhei district, llan
Sor." The television stations associated with him (Alt TV,

Televiziunea Centrala, previously Euro TV), are administered
by a special representative from the “Sor” political party.’? The
official owners are people close to llan Sor, who are also the
founders of Novosti — Moldova and Sputnik.md news agency,
considered by the Western press to be a “source of Kremlin
propaganda.”’®

Some important steps towards improving the legal and
regulatory environment for Moldovan media have been made
by introducing several main laws since 2017. However, some
of them languish in the draft phase or have not yet come into
force. Special attention has been focused on two strategically
important documents, elaborated in July 2018, together with
civil society representatives and national media experts. These
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are the National Concept on Media Development in the Republic
of Moldova (2018 - 2025) and the new Audiovisual Code.

The first, the National Policy Concept on Media Development,
is a totally new policy paper for the country. The document
aims to improve the media environment and increase

the professionalism and quality of media outlets, thereby
contributing to a stronger and more coherent broadcasting
system, and democratic society, in Moldova.

The second document is the new Audiovisual Code,'
which, after a long postponement due to President Dodon’s
refusal to engage with it, was finally promulgated by Andrian
Candu, the Speaker of the Moldovan Parliament.’® The new
Code, which was developed based on international and
European recommendations, provide several key changes
that aim to improve the transparency of media ownership,
political editorial independence, freedom of expression,
protection of journalists, and gender equality in media. The
Code also provides clear definitions for such concepts as
media propaganda, disinformation, hate speech, and media
ownership that comply with existing European frameworks.
The document provides clear well-defined criteria for a
sanctioning policy, which can potentially be leveraged to
address threats to media freedom in Moldova.

The media community has welcomed these documents,
which are expected to come into force in January 2019.

The unanswered question, however, is to what extent the

new Audiovisual Code will be implemented and respected

by leading political media owners ahead of next month’s
parliamentary elections. The Code also raises several
substantive concerns: for example, the level of transparency
and impartiality in selecting new members for the Audiovisual
Council. As the document stand now, it leaves this task to the
parliamentary commission. It is also unclear to what extent
the imposed limit to media ownership (30 percent of
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audience share) will contribute to diversifying ownership over
the media market.

President Dodon has argued that “the provisions of the

Code would restrict the rights of free expression and violate
democratic norms.”” With this argument, he advocates for
Russian television stations and TV programs (Canal 7, NTV,
Rossia-RTR) to resume their broadcasting in Moldova. These
media platforms were prohibited from doing so because of
the Parliament’s adoption of “Anti-Propaganda Law” in 2017,
which was criticized by the Russian Duma and, unsurprisingly,
by Dodon too, who did not sign the law.

The Anti-Propaganda Law forbids news, information,
analytical, and military broadcasts from countries that

have not ratified the European Convention on Transfrontier
Television. The Russian Federation is among these countries.
The legal act was upheld by the Constitutional Court assuring
that provisions of this law are compatible with Moldova's
Constitution, and regulation is needed to ensure national
security and to protect the rights of others by countering
hostile information against Moldovan society.” However,
politically affiliated media outlets, including those television
stations controlled by Plahotniuc, have succeeded in using a
loophole in the law by broadcasting Russian entertainment
programs that do not violate the law. Also, RTR Moldova,
before being sanctioned for broadcasting the 2018 Moscow
Victory Day parade,? regularly broadcasted news from its
main television affiliate in the Russian Federation, Rossiya 7,
with virtually no changes in content.?

This means that notwithstanding the attempts by the
legislator, the Moldovan population is constantly exposed to
Soviet nostalgia and the Kremlin's interpretation of events.
President Dodon’s support for Russian TV channels has a very
logical explanation: maintaining and increasing the number of
pro-Russian voters in the upcoming parliamentary elections.
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Proceed with caution: Media
and the 2019 elections

What are we expecting from the upcoming parliamentary
elections? Given the developments analyzed over the

last three years, there is a good chance that during the
elections there will be a lack of transparency, professional
journalism, and pluralism. This policy brief emphasized the
possible effects of having a biased and monopolized media
environment. The most popular, politically owned media
broadcasters, particularly television, (Prime TV, Publika TV,
RTR, NTV, Canal 2, and Canal 3) are the primacy sources of
information for the majority of Moldovan citizens, and these
statistics have not radically changed in comparison to 2016.22
This indicates that these channels will likely have a significant
impact on citizens’ electoral preferences. Therefore, those
who are more likely to watch politically owned TV stations
will probably vote for the stations’ owners and their parties.
The current media landscape in Moldova favors dominant
patterns of opinion, with the risk of undermining diversity of
opinion, freedom of expression, and critical thinking.

It is important to emphasize that that the forthcoming
parliamentary elections will be conducted based on a mixed
electoral system, which was introduced in 2017 as part of
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an initiative led by the Democratic Party. This system, which
was voted into law, has since replaced the proportional
voting system.Z Many expect that most of the independent
candidates, as well as their counterparts from the opposition,
might face difficulties in promoting their electoral messages.
Because the local broadcasters do not operate in all
uninominal constituencies,? the politically affiliated media
outlets with national coverage will likely have more power in
shaping voters’ public opinions. It is expected that regional
independent media will confront the situation by debunking
the fake news and propaganda that the politically owned
media will attempt to spread. This might contribute to
diminishing the impact of biased messages by giving an
alternative source of information to that of the ruling political
parties or the opposition.

In addition, with the memory of the relatively recent
experience from the 2016 presidential election, candidates
from opposition parties like Action and Solidarity (PAS),
Dignity and Truth, and the Liberal Democratic Party (PLDM)
will probably have to work together to fight the negative
electoral campaign aimed at them, as well as to mitigate the
effect of defamatory messages coming from larger and more
powerful political actors.

Moldova’s Speaker of Parliament Andrian Candu Speaks at the conference “Promoting Media Freedom and Pluralism in the Republic of Moldova”

on December 14, 2018
Source: Council of Europe
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24 Diana Kralova and Mihai Mogildea, “Study: Between Theory and Practice: Possible Scenarios for the Parliamentary Elections in Republic of
Moldova in the Mixed Electoral System,” Institutul pentru Politici si Reforme Europene (IPRE), Chisinau, December 2018, pp. 8
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Conclusions

Independent Moldovan media outlets risk facing
marginalization. After the 2016 presidential elections, the
legal framework for Moldovan broadcasters has not changed
for the better. Despite the development of several documents
to improve the media environment, including the National
Policy Concept and the new Audiovisual Code, the narrow
political interests of a small oligarchic group threaten to
maintain the status quo. The lack of transparent ownership,
the promotion of biased editorial policies, and the spread

of propaganda are just some of the tools that may be used
by influential political forces to win votes during the 2019
parliamentary elections.

By exerting political pressure on independent media outlets
and hindering research and reporting about sensitive
subjects, society’s opinion will be shaped based on biased
narrative patterns. Due to weakened critical thinking, much
of the Moldovan population will be easily manipulated by
political campaigns. The political opposition will be restricted
to perform and present their vision at controlled media
outlets, which most probably will show them in a negative
light. In conclusion, the excessive monopolization of media
outlets presents an obvious risk for freedom of expression
and Moldova's democratic progress.
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Recommendations:

1. The promotion and monitoring of the implementation of
the new Audiovisual Code by civil society, media experts
and international community. This would promote the
accountability on the part of state institutions.

2. Encouraging political parties, independent candidates,
and voters to consult independent media outlets at the
local and regional levels, especially during the electoral
campaign period. This would diversify the information
available beyond that from politically affiliated media
outlets. It would also encourage voters to access different
media sources and develop an objective opinion regarding
candidates and political parties.

3. Raising public awareness by organizing public
campaigns on media literacy for citizens. Independent
media and civil society organizations should conduct
local and regional awareness campaigns on debunking
propaganda and fake news, especially during in the lead-
up to and during the electoral season. This would improve
the competencies of the voters in evaluating information,
and increase their capacity for critical thinking.

4. Developing professional, independent journalism. Civil
society organizations and media experts should organize
programs and training courses for journalists aimed to
improve their professional skills, including strengthening
the capacities of investigative journalists, and developing
media managers and lawyers. Courses for media
representatives focusing on the electoral process should
be made available to journalists in the lead-up to and
during elections.
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