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1. About the project

1.1. Overview of the Project
The Media Pluralism Monitor (MPM) is a research tool designed to identify potential risks to media pluralism in the
Member States and Candidate Countries of the European Union, and considering both online and offline news
environments. This narrative report has been produced within the framework of the implementation of the MPM carried
out in 2019, under a project financed by a preparatory action of the European Parliament. The implementation was
conducted in 28 EU Member States, Albania and Turkey with the support of a grant awarded by the European Union to the
Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom (CMPF) at the European University Institute.

1.2. Methodological note
The CMPF partners with experienced, independent national researchers to carry out the data collection and to author the
narrative reports, except in the case of Italy where data collection was carried out centrally by the CMPF team. The
research is based on a standardised questionnaire and apposite guidelines that were developed by the CMPF.
In Netherlands the CMPF partnered with Mara Rossini (Independent media expert), who conducted the data collection,
scored and commented the variables in the questionnaire and interviewed relevant experts. The report was reviewed by
CMPF staff. Moreover, to ensure accurate and reliable findings, a group of national experts in each country reviewed the
answers to particularly evaluative questions (see Annexe II for the list of experts).
Risks to media pluralism are examined in four main thematic areas, which are considered to capture the main areas of risk
for media pluralism and media freedom: Basic Protection, Market Plurality, Political Independence and Social
Inclusiveness. The results are based on the assessment of a number of indicators for each thematic area (see Table
1 below). 
 

Basic Protection Market Plurality Political Independence Social Inclusiveness

Protection of freedom of
expression

Transparency of media
ownership

Political independence of
media

Access to media for
minorities

Protection of right to
information

News media concentration Editorial autonomy Access to media for
local/regional communities
and for community media

Journalistic profession,
standards and protection

Online platforms
concentration and

competition enforcement

Audiovisual media, online
platforms and elections

Access to media for people
with disabilities

Independence and
effectiveness of the media

authority

Media viability State regulation of resources
and support to media sector

Access to media for women

Universal reach of traditional
media and access to the

Internet

Commercial & owner
influence over editorial

content

Independence of PSM
governance and funding

Media literacy

Table 1: Areas and Indicators of the Media Pluralism Monitor 
 
The Monitor does not consider the digital dimension to be an isolated area but rather as intertwined with traditional media
and existing principles of media pluralism and freedom of expression. Nevertheless, the Monitor allows for an extraction
of a digital-specific risk score and the report contains a specific analysis of risks related to the digital news environment.
The results for each domain and indicator are presented on a scale from 0 to 100%. Scores between 0 and 33% are
considered low risk, 34 to 66% are medium risk, while those between 67 and 100% are high risk.
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On the level of indicators, scores of 0 were rated 3% and scores of 100 were rated 97% by default, to avoid an
assessment of total absence or certainty of risk.
Disclaimer: The content of the report does not necessarily reflect the views of the CMPF or the EC, but represents the
views of the national country team that carried out the data collection and authored the report. Due to updates and
refinements in the questionnaire, the MPM2020 scores may not be fully comparable with MPM2017 ones. For more
details, see the CMPF report on MPM2020, soon available on: http://cmpf.eui.eu/media-pluralism-monitor/.
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2. Introduction
The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy in north-west Europe with approximately 17 million inhabitants. Its
colonial past paired with labour immigration in the 1960s and the arrival of refugees from different countries (such as
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Syria…) have contributed to making the Netherlands a multicultural
society. According to the national bureau of statistics approximately 24,3% of the population has an immigrant
background (of which 13,8% non-western and 10,5% western). The largest non-western groups are the Turks (416 822)
and Moroccans (408 703) [1]. After protracted parliamentary debates, the Frisians became the only minority to be
legally recognised [2].
The national Public Broadcasting Service (NPO) leads the television market but has lost its primacy in the radio

market, now ranking second behind the commercial Talpa Network [3]. It functions on the basis of different
broadcasting associations which are a legacy of the characteristic social phenomenon of “pillarisation” (“verzuiling”).
Until depolarisation occurred in the 1960s, each broadcasting association (and trade union, sporting association,
educational institution, newspaper, etc…) catered to its specific "pillar" - there were four: social democrats, Catholics,
Protestants and liberals. “Pillarisation” was devised to accommodate plurality and this remains one of the Media Act’s
stated objectives for the PSM (Media Act 2008, art. 2.1, par. 2) [4]. The journalistic sphere in the Netherlands is lively
and there is a strong journalistic culture based on freedom of speech, editorial independence and self-regulation through
journalistic associations and codes of conducts. A major development took place in 2018: statutory protection of
journalistic sources was finally introduced [5].
Since the Fortuyn movement of 2002, increasing fragmentation of the political spectrum is leading to laborious
formation of government coalitions. However, political and social stability is ensured by the Dutch ability to seek and
find consensus (“polderen”). The present coalition led by Prime Minister Rutte is made up of 4 parties: the conservative
People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD), The Christian-Democrats (CDA), the Christian Union (CU) and
the social-liberal D66. The anti-establishment Forum voor Democratie is the youngest addition to the political
landscape: it gained two seats in parliament in the last elections (2017) and is now the biggest party in terms of
membership. The Netherlands is a rich country with over 53 000 $ GDP per capita [6]. More than 96% of the
population (beyond twelve years of age) has access to broadband and 92% possesses a mobile telephone or smart phone
[7].
Since 2015, the main internet service providers in the Netherlands are VodafoneZiggo and KPN, together they account
for 80 to 90% of the broadband retail market [8]. These companies are also the main distributors of audiovisual
services. The Finnish media company Sanoma sold SBS Broadcasting to Talpa Holding in 2017 and in 2019 announced
it was selling its magazine portfolio (including NU.nl, the largest online-only news site in the Netherlands) to the
Flemish group DPG Media. If this is approved by the Dutch competition authority, there will be 4 major commercial
media companies in the Netherlands: the Flemish companies DPG Media and Mediahuis (mainly printed media), the
Luxembourg-based RTL (television) and the Dutch Talpa Network (mainly television and radio). As for the digital
advertising market, it is still growing: there was an overall increase of 12 % in digital advertising in the first half of 2019
which amounted to an expenditure of 1,1 billion Euro. Global companies such as Facebook and Google hold 70% of
this market [9]. These are the behemoths the domestic media sector must compete with.
 
NB:Special thanks to the experts consulted for a number of questions in this year’s edition. Their input was greatly
appreciated and carefully considered in the writing process. The final results are the sole responsibility of the author.
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3. Results from the data collection: assessment of the risks to
media pluralism

Two thematic areas out of four are assessed as low risk. The Netherlands have a strong legal framework which ensures
all facets of freedom of expression therefore the Basic Protection area scores 24%. This freedom is reinforced by all the
indicators scoring well in the thematic area of Political Independence of the media (24%). The Social Inclusiveness area
has remained stable this year: right on the brink of medium risk (34%). The scores of these three thematic areas lend
solid support to media pluralism. Still, there is room for improvement in all three: Basic Protection has moved up
towards medium risk. Indeed, the right to information is under stress - mainly due to very poor support for whistle-
blowers - and the pressure on journalists is mounting due to the labour market’s continued preference for poorly-paid
freelancing journalists. Developments in the digital sphere have also affected the score: expression of ideas is
sometimes unjustifiably hampered by online social platforms and the amended national security services Act (W.I.V) -
dubbed “dragnet Act” (July 2017) - may undermine the protection of journalistic sources (it allows national security
services to collect internet and telephone data from citizens in bulk for the needs of investigation). Regarding the other
two areas: there exists no legislation regulating direct or indirect conflicts of interests between media owners and
political parties nor regulation on political advertising online; access to media for certain categories (especially the
visually-impaired, women and local media) leaves to be desired. The only thematic area scoring a medium to high risk is
Market Plurality (53%). The factors are: inexistent media-specific legal provisions ensuring disclosure of ownership
details to the public, a general lack of media-specific concentration legislation, strong media ownership concentration
and stationary revenues. In particular, offline advertising has decreased, while the growing digital advertising
expenditure largely benefits global companies.
 
 

3.1. Basic Protection (24% - low risk)
The Basic Protection indicators represent the regulatory backbone of the media sector in every contemporary democracy.
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They measure a number of potential areas of risk, including the existence and effectiveness of the implementation of
regulatory safeguards for freedom of expression and the right to information; the status of journalists in each country,
including their protection and ability to work; the independence and effectiveness of the national regulatory bodies that
have competence to regulate the media sector, and the reach of traditional media and access to the Internet.

 
The area of Basic Protection scores 24%. This is higher than in 2017 mainly because of developments affecting the
indicator on the right to information.
The indicator on Protection of freedom of expression scores 13%. In the Netherlands, freedom of expression derives
from Article 7 of the ‘Grondwet’ (Constitution). Existing penal and civil restrictions, such as for example defamation,
do not impede very lively public expression of ideas. Defamation has not been decriminalised in Dutch law and is
punishable with imprisonment. This goes against the legislative trend which seems to point in another direction:
blasphemy and lèse-majesté no longer constitute criminal offences since respectively 2014 and 2019.
Protection of right to information scores 42%. The right to information is enshrined in the Dutch constitution
(art.110). There is also a Wet Openbaarheid van Bestuur - W.O.B - (Openness of Government Act) which regulates the
public’s right to access administrative documents held by public authorities. The W.O.B is of crucial importance to
investigative journalists who must sometimes contend with zealous use of restrictions: documents are released with
portions of text made unreadable. The restrictions in the W.O.B almost perfectly overlap with those in the CoE
Recommendation on access to official documents. However, the W.O.B lists not only relative grounds for denial to
access but also absolute grounds. It is doubtful such absolute grounds conform to the principles of proportionality and
necessity held by international standards [10]. The House for Whistle-blowers, an independent regulatory body
established by law in 2016, was having a rocky start in 2017. The situation has now evolved into turmoil with the press
recently reporting multiple resignations and highlighting the body’s inefficiency. Whistle-blowers have no real support
yet as demonstrated by two recent cases. One revealed the undue and systematic influence exerted by the ministry of
justice on the W.O.D.C, an independent research body. After being identified, the whistle-blower faced prosecution for
breach of confidentiality. The other leaked information about very serious malpractices by the Belastingdienst (the tax
authorities). The whistle-blower was suspended.  For all the reasons above, the score is significantly higher than in 2017.
The indicator on Journalistic profession, standards and protection remains unchanged: it scores 33%, within the
low risk range. The journalistic profession is an open profession. The Nederlandse Vereniging van Journalisten (NVJ) is
the labour union for journalists with 7 866 members on an estimated total of 18 000 (NVJ, 2018: 25). A number of
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challenges facing the journalistic sphere were mentioned in MPM 2017 such as the increasing physical violence against
journalists, the lack of statutory protection of journalistic sources and the precarious labour conditions. Some of these
challenges have been met decisively though the effectiveness of the measures taken remains to be seen, others must still
be addressed. The violence against journalists reached its peak in 2018: two renowned crime journalists were offered
police protection after serious death threats and a cartoonist had to go into hiding; the offices of a leading Dutch daily
newspaper (de Telegraaf) and a magazine (Panorama) were the targets of violent attacks involving arson and anti-tank
weaponry. A report on violence against journalists [11] resulted in a covenant drawn up jointly by the police, the public
prosecution's office and journalist associations. It lays down an agreement to counter aggression and violence against
journalists [12]. The measures will be detailed in a 'Protocol on Violence against the Media'. As mentioned already,
after three condemnations by the ECHR [13], the Netherlands has finally introduced legal provisions for the protection
of journalistic sources. Finally, the steadily increasing number of freelancing journalists remains problematic. The lack
of open-ended contracts and the poor pay are a cause for concern for many journalists.   
Universal reach of media and access to the Internet scores 21%. The Media Act prescribes that public-service media
must be accessible to everyone (art. 2.1(2f)). The percentage of population covered by signal of all public TV and radio
channels is close to 100.
Independence of the media authority scores 10% up from 5% in 2017. The Commissariaat voor de Media (CvdM -
Media Authority) was established in 1988 as an independent regulatory authority. Therefore it operates independently
from the government. This year’s higher score, all other parameters staying equal, reflects a very turbulent period of
transition the authority has recently faced. In July 2019, a major daily newspaper reported that the CvdM was ‘chaotic
and rudderless’ and uncovered very questionable financial decisions made by the general director shortly before her
resignation [14].  

3.2. Market Plurality (53% - medium risk)
The Market Plurality indicators examine the existence and effectiveness of provisions on transparency of media ownership
and the existence and effectiveness of regulation or self-regulation against commercial & owner influence on editorial
content. In addition, they assess the risks related to market concentration in the production as well as in distribution of news:
as for production, considering separately horizontal concentration in each sector and cross-media concentration; as for
distribution, assessing the role of online platforms as gateways to news, the concentration of online advertising market ,
and the role of competition enforcement and regulatory safeguards in protecting information pluralism. Moreover, they
seek to evaluate the viability of the news media market.
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The area of Market Plurality scores a medium to high risk (53%).
The indicator on transparency of media ownership scores 50% because the law contains no media-specific provisions
requiring disclosure of ownership details. The score is lower than in 2017 because the situation in practice has also been
considered. Media ownership information is indeed effectively provided to the public: the CvdM (Media Authority)
publishes the yearly 'Mediamonitor' which is freely available on its website and provides information on ownership
structures of the main media groups operating in the Netherlands. In some cases, the information also reveals the
beneficial owners. In addition, the public can consult the records of the chamber of commerce to retrieve relevant
information. However, a small fee must be payed to access this information.
The indicator on news media concentration is assessed as high risk (86%). This is because, excepting specific radio-
sector ownership limitations, there is no media legislation restricting either horizontal or cross-media concentration of
ownership. There have been such rules in the past. In 2007, existing rules on cross-ownership were relaxed: the
Tijdelijke Wet Mediaconcentraties (Provisional Media Concentration Act) was adopted in view of the rapid
development of internet and media convergence and in order to allow Dutch media companies to compete
internationally. It was in force until 2011. The audience concentration of the top 3 media owners in the television
market is 75%, the top 3 in the radio market represent 69% (Mediamonitor, 2019:10 &11). This year no data was
available for the newspaper publishing market (Mediamonitor, 2019:81) but not much has changed since 2017: 89% of
the daily newspaper market is in the hands of the Flemish DPG Media and Mediahuis. It must be noted that in general,
as the CvdM itself reports, the Dutch media sector has for years tended greatly towards concentration but this is only
regarded as a problem if pluralism is affected - which the CvdM must keep monitoring  (Mediamonitor, 2018: 4).
The indicator on online platforms concentration of ownership and competition enforcement scores 55%
contributing to the medium to high overall score. General competition law (mededingswet) applies to the media sector
and the CvdM monitors concentrations and their impact on media pluralism as it is legally tasked to do (Media Act
2008, art.7.21). The competition authority (ACM) and media authority (CvdM) work together based on a collaboration
protocol.This indicator is further elaborated in section 4.
Media viability scores 71% because new parameters have been considered which indicate worrying trends. These
concern the general increase of journalists who must work on a freelance basis rather than on the basis of open-ended
contracts: between 2011 and 2019 the number of freelancers rose from around 4500 to more than 6300, this is high
considering the total number of journalists in the Netherlands is around 18 000. This year, data on revenues across the
media sector was scarce. The picture that emerges from the available information is that revenues are stationary for
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newspapers and decreasing for the local media causing local commercial newspapers to shut down. The data available
for the television sector show a modest increase of revenues on par with the growth of the Dutch GDP. However, this
does not change the fact the PSM has faced significant budget cuts since 2013 (the legal minimum annual funding of
577,093 million Euro was reduced by 57,284 million annually) as well as decreasing STER (advertising) revenues nor
RTL Group’s (RTL Netherlands’ parent company) steadily falling share price (96 Euro in April 2015, 43 Euro in
December 2019).
The indicator on commercial and owner influence over editorial content scores 3% (low risk). Editorial charters and
codes of conducts are the main tools used to minimise commercial and owner influence over editorial content. Editorial
teams are undeniably under financial pressure and, according to a report on independence in the newsroom by the
Media Regulatory Authority (Commissariaat voor de Media), they are increasingly involved in marketing. However, the
same report finds that influence of management board, shareholders, government, advertisers and sponsors has not
increased, rather the influence of readers, viewers and listeners on editorial choices has. The mounting influence of
public opinion has been reiterated recently (Mediamonitor, 2019:5).

3.3. Political Independence (24% - low risk)
The Political Independence indicators assess the existence and effectiveness of regulatory and self-regulatory safeguards
against political bias and political influences over news production, distribution and access. More specifically, the area
seeks to evaluate the influence of the State and, more generally, of political power over the functioning of the media market
and the independence of public service media. Furthermore, the area concerns with the existence and effectiveness of
(self)regulation in ensuring editorial independence and availability of plural political information and viewpoints, in
particular during electoral periods.

 
The area of Political independence scores a low risk (24%). The score is inflated by the absence of legislation
regulating conflict of interests between owners of media and politics.
Indeed, the indicator on Political independence of the media scores 50%: the score reflects the fact there is no
legislation regulating conflict of interests between owners of media and the ruling parties nor laws containing limitations
to direct or indirect control (understood as ownership through intermediaries such as family members) of media by the
same. However, there is no evidence of conflicts in practice. The audiovisual and radio sectors are dominated by
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commercial parties such as the foreign-held RTL Netherlands (Luxembourg-based RTL Group) and the Dutch Talpa
Network. The media entrepreneur who holds Talpa also owns the sole Dutch news agency (Algemeen Nederlands
Persbureau). He has no stated political ambitions. Finally, close to 90% of the Dutch daily newspaper market is in the
hands of two Belgian media corporations: DPG Media and Mediahuis.
Editorial autonomy scores 25%, also low risk: there are no regulatory safeguards preventing political interference in
appointments and dismissals of editors-in-chief, however, there is no evidence of systematic interference in such
matters. The Dutch press is characterised by self-regulation through journalistic associations such as the Dutch
association for journalists (Nederlandse Vereniging van Journalisten- NVJ) and the Press Council (Raad voor de
Journalistiek- RvJ), editorial charters, general codes of conduct, outlet-specific codes of conduct and ombudsmen. Since
2015, editorial charters in the publishing industry contain minimum rules including procedures for appointment and
dismissal of editors-in-chief. Where the broadcasting sector is concerned, editorial independence is achieved through
their own editorial charters and the prevailing journalistic culture.
The indicator on Audiovisual media, online platforms and elections is assessed as low risk (23%). The Media Act
contains a general provision stating the public-service media must be carried out in accordance with public values while
meeting the democratic, social and cultural needs of Dutch society (Media Act 2008, art. 2.1, par. 2). In addition, the
national public broadcasting service comprises three main groups of collaborating broadcasting associations,
(KRO/NCRV, VARA/BNN and TROS/AVRO) and some smaller broadcasting associations (VPRO, MAX, WNL...);
These associations broadcast news and informative programmes according to their specific signature and, together with
special-task PSM broadcasters NOS and NTR, ensure plurality of social, cultural and religious ideas. It should be noted
that the public broadcasting service may welcome other broadcasting associations, provided they meet the requirements
and procedures set out in the Media Act.“Ongehoord Nederland”, for example, is the aspiring broadcasting association
that has been set up by a former member of parliament, a writer and two journalists who managed to attract the 50 000
members required for admission to the PSM system. Finally, the Media Act allocates airtime to political parties both
between electoral campaigns (‘regular’ airtime) and during electoral campaigns (art.6.1).
The two remaining indicators are assessed at a very low risk. State regulation of resources and support to the media
sector scores 17% because of the efficient and transparent manner in which spectrum allocation, state subsidies (for the
promotion of journalism - based on chapter 8 of the Media Act) and state advertisements are organised. Independence
of PSM governance and funding scores 3%: the Media Act contains provisions for the fair and transparent
appointment of management and board functions in the NPO (Dutch PSM) free from government or other political
influence. The NPO's board of directors is appointed, suspended and dismissed by the supervisory board with the
minister's approval (Media Act 2008, art. 2.8). Despite having faced budget cuts (as mentioned above in ‘Media
Viability’), the fact remains the NPO has a role in its own financing: funds are annually allocated based on an estimate it
submits to the relevant minister.The effectiveness of the NPO’s use of the funding was very recently audited by the
Algemene Rekenkamer (the General Audit Chamber).The conclusion is that the NPO does not have sufficient insight in
the production costs and cost efficiency of the programmes made by the different public-service broadcasting
associations therefore it is unable to steer the cost-effectiveness of the service[15].

3.4. Social Inclusiveness (34% - medium risk)
The Social Inclusiveness indicators are concerned with access to media by various groups in society. The indicators assess
regulatory and policy safeguards for community media, and for access to media by minorities, local and regional
communities, women and people with disabilities. In addition to access to media by specific groups, the media literacy
context is important for the state of media pluralism. The Social Inclusiveness area therefore also examines the country’s
media literacy environment, as well as the digital skills of the overall population.
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The area on Social Inclusiveness scores medium risk: 34 %.
The indicator on Access to media for minorities scores 4%. Legally recognised or not, minorities have access to
airtime on the PSM. The Frisians have their own Frisian-language regional broadcaster: Omrop Fryslân. The different
broadcasting associations and special-task NOS and NTR ensure the representation of social, cultural, and religious
diversity. As mentioned already, the PSM system may welcome new broadcasting associations. Also, the NPO (national
public broadcasting service), in general, strives for proportional representation of non-western groups. It has been
monitoring representation of these groups since 2010. In a report published in 2010, and followed up in 2015, it noted
that it had succeeded in increasing the representation of non-western groups on television from 9,2% to 9,8% (this
group represented 11,2% to 12% of the population between 2010 and 2015). Since 2015, the NPO holds surveys and
polls the public’s perception of non-western groups’ representation on public-service channels: 65% declare that
representation of this group is satisfactory for TV (22, 7% did not know or wouldn’t answer the question). (Terugblik
NPO, 2018: 22) [16].
The indicator on Access to media for local/regional communities and for community media is assessed as medium
risk (56%) primarily because of underfunding of the local media. The Media Act does not consider community media
as a distinct category. In 2016, about 30% of local public broadcasters were struggling financially. These financial
difficulties were acknowledged by the Minister responsible for media affairs in 2018. The Administrative Culture and
the Culture Council, two independent advisory bodies, have very recently (September 2019) recommended the
government cease the municipal financing system of local public broadcasters and instead fund them in the same
manner as the national and regional broadcasters: out of the public treasury [17]. Local commercial newspapers and
magazines are ailing too and some have had to shut down.
The indicator on Access to media for people with disabilities scores 33%, medium risk on the border with high. This
is lower than in 2017 because one parameter, concerning PSM consultations to collect accessibility suggestions, is no
longer considered. The Media Act contains provisions for the hearing-impaired (i.e subtitling) which are clear, regard
both public and private television broadcasters and are enforced by the Media Authority. However, the quality of
subtitles during live events and the provision of sign-language leave to be desired. There is no similar legal obligation
regarding the visually-impaired. Both the PSM and the largest private TV broadcaster (RTL) have only recently and
modestly started making audio descriptions available (2015 and 2016). An E.U Directive regarding accessibility
requirements for products and services (2019/882) has been adopted in 2019. It harmonises accessibility requirements
a.o for audiovisual media services. It is a promising instrument for groups with disabilities provided it is properly
implemented.   
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The indicator on Access to media for women is assessed as medium, yet near high risk (63%).
A recent report on gender representation in Dutch non-fiction TV programmes was published by the CvdM (Dutch
media authority). The study includes the largest public and private news channels. It finds that of all news sources in
news and current affairs programmes, 33, 3% are women (CvdM 2019: 12). The share of women invited as experts is an
average of 23.2 % (news: 20.3% and current affairs: 25.9%). Regarding the position of women in higher managerial
functions, the two largest commercial broadcasters (RTL Group and Talpa Network) have predominantly male
management boards. Where the Dutch PSM is concerned, the chairman of the board of directors of the NPO is a
woman.
The indicator on Media literacy scores low risk (13%): The Dutch government has set up the “Mediawijzer” platform
in 2008 to promote media literacy.”Mediawijzer” is an expertise centre which coordinates the efforts of over a 1,000
registered network partners (such as libraries, schools, publishing companies…). It has helped spur many media literacy
activities such as Cinekid Medialab (innovation in media for kids) and ‘Fablabs’ within libraries. In addition, a yearly
campaign, “media wisdom week”, is organised to raise media literacy awareness. 
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4. Pluralism in the online environment: assessment of the risks

This year’s edition also considers pluralism in the digital sphere. Based on the available data, the results are by and large
comparable to those in the offline sphere. One noteworthy divergence is the digital advertising market which is still
growing at the expense of offline advertising. It is at the heart of competition and global companies hold 70% of this
market. This factor has influenced the scores of the indicators on media viability and online platforms concentration of
ownership (media plurality area).
In the area of Basic protection, developments in the digital sphere have contibuted to inflating the score since MPM
2017. Online expression enjoys the same constitutional protection as offline communication though it is occasionally
challenged by the ‘community rules’ or ‘community standards’ of social media platforms such as Facebook and
Instagram. There are recent cases in which these rules have resulted in the removal of artistic photography exhibiting
nudity and even the suspension of a regional public-service broadcaster’s account for showing this same content. In the
June 2017 study ‘Een dreigend klimaat’- A threatening climate – it is reported that social media account for 23% of the
threats faced by journalists. A further challenge is the amended Intelligence and Security Services Act adopted in July
2017 [19]. This act was swiftly dubbed the ‘dragnet’ Act by the press because a.o it allows the national intelligence
services to collect internet and telephone data in bulk and indiscriminately from citizens for the needs of investigation,
store it for three years and exchange it with foreign intelligence services. Despite having been rejected in a March 2018
consultative referendum, the Act has been implemented. The NVJ (Dutch Association of Journalists), whose concerns
regard journalistic sources, is currently preparing to challenge it in court - the lawsuit is due in the spring of 2020. A
positive development is that the Dutch data retention Act is no longer being applied and is currently being adapted to
align with a CJEU ruling which in 2014 declared such retention practices incompatible with the E.U Charter of
Fundamental Rights [20]. As regards the ISP’s management of data carried on their networks, the Netherlands already
had very strict legal provisions (strict prohibition of price-discrimination, including zero-rating offers) regarding net
neutrality before the adoption of (EU) Regulation 2015/2120 which governs the matter in looser terms. In November
2016, a law was adopted to amend the existing provisions, however, leaving intact their stricter nature. This duality was
tested in a case brought to court by the Dutch Authority for Consumers and Markets: a Rotterdam District Court
judgment of April 2017 observed that the Regulation is directly applicable, thus upholding a commercial mobile
telecommunication provider’s zero-rating offer to consumers [21].
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In the Market plurality area, digital media show no discrepancies with offline media. The same lack of media-specific
ownership disclosure legislation applies and ownership details, including beneficial owners, are available to the same
extent on the CvdM website or at the chamber of commerce. This is also true regarding the lack of media-specific
legislation on ownership concentration. In this area, no data is available regarding horizontal or cross-media
concentration in the digital news sphere. The indicator on online platforms concentration of ownership and
competition enforcement scores 55% contributing to the medium to high overall score. A positive factor is that, at
present, almost three out of five Dutchmen access the news online by going to a news site either directly or via a search
engine. In an assessment of the most important gateway to online news, the results show that 54% of news consumers
access news online by going to a news site either directly or via a search engine. 17 % access the news on social media
(e.g. Facebook, Twitter, YouTube) (Mediamonitor, 2019: 46). Likewise, news aggregators (Google News, Google Play,
Flipboard, Reddit, Snapchat Discover, Blendle) do not play a prominent role in the Netherlands: three out of five
Dutchmen do not make use of these (Mediamonitor, 2019: 46). However, it must be noted that these results also already
show a slight increase in news consumption via social media and news aggregators compared to the previous year. This
is especially true for younger users. In addition, a significant phenomenon is the high concentration of the digital
advertising market in the hands of international players (such as Facebook and Google). To counter this, since 2018,
there has been a rise in take-overs and partnerships made by domestic players: competition with major international
corporations has indeed sent national companies on a quest for scale without which there is a high risk of becoming
marginal. For example, the Dutch telecommunications provider KPN and media company Talpa Network announced in
2018 their cooperation in the field of addressable TV, RTL (TV) acquired BrandDeli and Mediahuis (printed press)
acquired the online publisher and advertising bureau Wayne Parker Kent (Mediamonitor, 2019: 12-14). There are no
segmented data showing revenues of the major digital native news media, however, the downward employment trend
caused by the general increase of freelancing journalists affects this sector too. It is noteworthy that recent news
websites such as FTM.nl, de Correspondent and Blendle.nl have benefited from subsidies allocated by the
Stimuleringsfonds voor de Journalistiek (Fund for Journalism) set up by the Media Act (art. 8.1). The fund is endowed
with a yearly budget of 5 million EUR extended by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. It was originally
only intended for daily newspapers but has evolved and now considers journalistic activities independently of the
platform used.
In the area of Political independence, the digital native news media show no discrepancy with the offline sphere where
political control is concerned. The major digital native media (NU.nl, Tweakers.nl) belong or will soon belong to DPG
Media and Mediahuis, the smaller GeenStijl is owned by its editors-in-chief: none of these outlets show any evidence of
systematic conflicts of interests between ownership and political office. The same applies to editorial autonomy as the
journalistic culture has adapted to digitalization: self-regulatory measures encompass the digital sphere as well and
several public-service broadcasting organizations have a twitter protocol or similar code to keep professional and
personal interests separate on social media. This is also true for the PSM’s funding: the PSM has intensified its online
activities since 2017 (Mediamonitor, 2018: 11), articles 2.20 and 2.21 of the Media Act form the basis of the public
value test which any new PSM channel for media offerings must pass in order to avoid distortion of the competition
with commercial media actors. The new parameter regarding rules on political advertising online scores high risk
because there is no legislation ensuring transparency of such advertising during electoral campaigns and no rules for
disclosure of campaign spending on online platforms (e.g. Facebook and Google). 
In the Social inclusiveness area, media literacy scores well (13%): This is also attributable to the fact that
the percentage of basic digital literacy skills in the Netherlands is high (79%). Online hate speech is a new parameter
and influences the overall area score somewhat negatively: it is mostly addressed by social media platforms’ community
rules. However, there is a push for greater involvement of the official authorities as illustrated by the 2016 petition
against cyber cullying and cybercrime which gathered enough signatures to introduce it on the parliament’s agenda. 
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5. Conclusions
It can be concluded that the Netherlands score well on the criteria considered by the MPM 2020 analysis tool. This year,
despite the positive developments regarding journalistic source protection and the 'Protocol on Violence against the
Media', the score for the basic protection area crept up towards medium risk (but it is still within the low risk range).
The reasons: defamation is punishable with imprisonment; whistle-blowers have little to no support in practice;
journalists increasingly face job insecurity and poor pay; the " dragnet" Act has been implemented; social media
platforms’ ‘community rules’ occasionally stifle freedom of expression. The area of political independence of the media
scores low risk with one divergence: a new parameter on political advertising online scores high risk. The area on social
inclusiveness scores medium risk by a very small margin compared to the last MPM edition. Media plurality is the only
area assessed as medium to high risk because of a strong media ownership concentration and the absence of media-
specific legal provisions requiring the disclosure of ownership details to the public. Digital advertising is now at the
heart of competition in the media sector and largely benefits global companies. The following recommendations are
based on some of the scores reflected by the tool:
* Blasphemy, lèse-majesté and insulting a foreign head of state no longer constitute criminal offences. The current
provisions on 'insults' in the criminal code should be reconsidered.
* Starting with a functioning ‘House for Whistle-blowers’, support and protection for whistle-blowers must be
improved. 
* The Media Act lays down clear obligations to include the hearing-impaired (though there is room for improvement).
The visually-impaired find no similar legal support. The European Accessibility Act (Directive 2019/882) is a
promising instrument for groups with disabilities. It should be implemented in such a way that accessibility to
audiovisual services for these groups is ensured.   
*The score on transparency of ownership could be improved by introducing media-specific legal provisions requiring
disclosure of ownership to the public. In the same vein, rules regarding transparency of political advertising online and
disclosure of campaign spending on online platforms could be considered.
*Government media policy would do well to temper the preponderance of global companies in the digital advertising
market so as to facilitate better competition by public and commercial domestic players. This may also slow ownership
concentration and encourage new initiatives. On another front, the suggestion in 2019 by the minister of Culture that
streaming services (a.o) should invest a percentage of their annual turnover in Dutch productions is a step in the right
direction towards levelling the playing field for domestic audiovisual content.
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