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Chapter Seven
1
Lebanese Television

Caught Between Government and the Private Sector
(This essay is an expanded, updated and completely revised version of a part of a chapter on Lebanese television in the author's 1992 book Disoriented Media in a Fragmented Society, which was published by the AUB Press in Beirut)


In this chapter, the development of television in Lebanon is surveyed historically, from its inception until the introduction of satellite broadcasting. The influence of the political and professional changes that took place in this tiny Mediterranean republic is inspected within the background of the Lebanese civil war and the confessional system of the country. The struggle between government officials and media practitioners over television operation is not directed at public service. Government officials and political bosses are concerned with the control of television news and programs that might threaten the status quo. Television officials’ concern is more with financial profit. Public interest is given only lip service.


Lebanese television broadcasting lacks professionalism, social responsibility and civic commitment. The government, on the other hand, needs to provide the climate of freedom that is conducive for the broadcasting medium.
The Changing Scene of Lebanese Television


The past decade has witnessed radical changes in the structure and role of television in Lebanon, yet little has been written on the subject. Consequently most of the available literature on the topic is either outdated1, too general2 or lacks precision. This essay attempts to fill this gap by providing firsthand information based on the author's experience of over forty years as a media practitioner, researcher of the role of the media in the Lebanese society as well as a friend and adviser to various media practitioners and officials. The material in this chapter, therefore, is based on the analysis of the available written material in both Arabic and English as well as on information collected through personal contacts with media and government sources.

Lebanese Media as a Product of its Society

Media scholars often address the relationship between government and television in the context of either a Western societal structure where this medium usually operates within the private sector, or a Third World structure where the medium customarily operates within the public sector, typically as a government arm. Lebanese media institutions, however, fit neither the Third World model nor the Western model of media operation for the existing societal forces in every state determine the structure, content and operation of media institutions. The mass media, therefore, are unique to their society. They cannot have identity or effects outside the concrete instances within which the different forces operate.


Lebanon is a curious country with many contradictions, a country of extreme pluralism and of deep divisions. It is a society fragmented along sectarian lines, which is going through a controversial identity: its institutions are torn between a state of transformation, which is exhibited in its relatively modern laws and perspective, and that of persistence, which is demonstrated by the performance of its political and religious bosses who put obstacles in the introduction of change or application of laws that may lessen the sectarian nature of the system of government. 

While newspaper readership is not widely spread in Lebanon or in the Arab world in general, radio and television are available in almost every household in Beirut. For this reason, the focus of this chapter is on the television medium rather than on the media as a whole. Television reception is not only of the Lebanese local channels but the cable connection is widely spread in Beirut and the major Lebanese cities. This spread is enhanced by the inexpensive cost of cable subscription in Lebanon. For a little over twelve U.S. dollars a month a Lebanese household can receive some seventy channels, including most of the Arab satellite stations, CNN, the BBC, al-Jazira and numerous movie and other specialized channels. In some heavily populated areas this subscription could be as little as five U.S. dollars a month. Unlicensed satellite television distribution companies have mushroomed in the past few years and have penetrated almost two-thirds of Lebanon's households.3


The Lebanese media situation is an example of the contradictory state of transformation and persistence that Lebanon is going through. The existing media laws specify that television institutions be not directly managed or run by the government or private individuals or politicians. The practice, however, is different but is congruent with the special socio-political structure of the Lebanese society.4 


An examination of the development of television in Lebanon suggests that the measures taken by government to regulate television broadcasting since its inception in Lebanon were not intended to encourage television officials to deal with themes of significant concern to the average individual, mainly those emerging from the civil war. Themes that deal with the need for the cooperation of the different sectarian groups in the reconstruction of the country and in bringing about the unity of its people are almost absent in Lebanese television. The examination proposes that the different government legislations were introduced aimed neither at promoting original productions, nor at providing more opportunity for local talent and developing responsible and professional organizational structures. Rather, it points out that state legislation in the area of television broadcasting were aimed at allowing government officials and the ruling political bosses to exploit this medium for their own political goals.5 


The assessment of the growth of television in Lebanon will show that government officials and political bosses endeavored to legalize their monopoly over television news and to control programs that might threaten their political ambitions or the status quo. Additionally, it will show that the friction between television authorities and the government during the past four decades was due to the interest of the television officials in financial gain more than their interest in securing increased freedom to produce programs that address themes relevant to the social and economic problems confronting the country. No serious investigation has been carried out by the media about claims of corruption in the government, which was often voiced by senior government officials.6 Additionally, no serious program, to date, has been produced to deal with the sectarian conflict that plagues the country.

Early Stages of Television in Lebanon


Unlike most developing countries the initiative to establish television in Lebanon belonged not to the government but to businessmen who had little experience in the necessities of television broadcasting. They conceived of their project in essentially business terms, giving little or no attention to its social implications and responsibilities.7 In this lies Lebanese television's main weakness, for the logic of a commercial enterprise in developing countries often runs counter to that of public service and societal well being.


The first attempt to start television broadcasting in Lebanon goes back to October 1954 when two Lebanese businessmen, Wissam Izzedine and Alex Arida, submitted an application to form a television broadcasting company. After two years of negotiations an agreement was signed, on August 1956, granting a license to La Compagnie Libanaise de Television, SAL (CLT). The license was not for the monopoly that the applicants had requested. It was simply a license to broadcast television signals on two VHF channels, one devoted to programs in Arabic or with Arabic subtitles, and the other for foreign, mainly French, programs. CLT thus was the first commercial television station in the Arab world.8 The station inaugurated its service on May 28, 1959. It began transmission with the power of half a kilowatt.


The agreement between CLT and the Lebanese government left the door open for other companies to apply for television broadcasting licenses. The most important terms of the 21-article agreement were that Lebanon would not give the company monopoly rights and that television was under official government scrutiny. The agreement further stipulated that the company was not permitted to broadcast programs that would threaten public security, morals, religious groups, or enhance the image of any political personality or party.


Under the terms of this agreement television programs were to be restricted to education and entertainment. While the agreement allowed the company a restricted and inadequate freedom of political expression, it was quite generous in giving it all the time it needed for advertising. Advertising messages could cover up to 25 per cent of the total broadcast time. The agreement also required that the company should undertake to broadcast, free of charge, news programs and official bulletins submitted by the Ministry of Information.9


In addition, television was to be subject to all laws and regulations pertinent to the rights of the press and of authors, as well as all national and international laws and regulations dealing with wireless communication and with broadcasting. Television was also required to exchange sound programs with the official Lebanese radio station. The agreement was for 15 years at the end of which the government had the right to buy the television installations. 


In April 1959, another group of Lebanese businessmen, backed by an American corporation, ABC, approached the government with a request to set up a second television station, Compagnie de Television du Liban et du Proch-Orient (Tele Orient). An agreement identical to the one granted to CLT was concluded in July 1959.  Transmission of one program began on May 6, 1962.

After a number of unprofitable years that witnessed tough competition and lack of adequate organization, especially in selling advertising time, the two companies agreed to coordinate and develop their advertising sales methods and to coordinate the scheduling and marketing of their programs. Before the beginning of the civil war in 1975 the two companies were making large profits. Revenue from television advertising was increasing. Total television income from advertising showed 19.5 per cent increase over 1973 and constituted 35.3 per cent of total 1974 advertising expenditure in Lebanon. Additionally, both companies sold locally produced programs to television institutions in the Arab countries10.


In December 1974 the Lebanese Council of Ministers renewed the license of CLT. The renewal was for a period of nine years only. The new agreement sought to institutionalize and formulize the political control of broadcasting by the government. Under the terms of the new agreement the Lebanese government would buy the transmission installations and lease them to CLT. It decreed that two government censors be present at the station and requested CLT to broadcast a daily one-hour early evening program prepared by the government. The agreement also required that CLT pay 6.5% of its net advertising revenue to the government. It authorized a maximum of nine minutes of advertising per hour, with a maximum of three minutes during the news programs.

The 1974 agreement made vague requests that TV programs should be "of the highest possible standards" and that CLT should "train its staff in the artistic and technical fields." It required CLT to provide national television coverage. The government, however, was not in a position to implement these provisions because many of these requirements were left vague and because of the outbreak of the civil war, which diminished the ability of the government to execute such an agreement. Thus between December 1974 and December 1977 there were to be two sets of regulations for television broadcasting, one applying to Tele Orient under the provisions of its 1962 license, and the other applying to CLT under its 1974 agreement. 

Television during the Civil War


During the first two years of the civil war (1975-76), the two companies faced their most difficult challenges. The war seriously reduced advertising, and both companies incurred heavy losses. While both stations managed to maintain their technical equipment and keep their transmitters operational, they could not keep their production studios functioning. New programs could not be produced and television officials were eagerly seeking programs to fill their airtime.


This situation continued until March 1976 when an unsuccessful coup d'etat resulted in the occupation of both stations by militias representing the two warring factions. Consequently, the news program in the west Beirut station was run by the "nationalist forces" (mainly Moslem) and that in the east Beirut station by the "Lebanese forces" (mainly Christian). Coordination between the two stations in presenting a common news program was severed but they maintained the coordination of scheduling their entertainment programs. The split of the broadcast media also marked a serious escalation in the war. Broadcasting installations became targets for the warring groups. Television installations were badly damaged as each station had installations in the areas occupied by opposing factions. Transmission was also badly affected by power failures, which now became acute. Power supply became irregular and rationed.


The heavy losses incurred by both companies as a result of the war moved them close to bankruptcy. The only prospect for them to continue in operation was to secure financial assistance from the government. They officially requested the interference of the government at the end of 1976. At that time a new president, Elias Sarkis, was elected and the pace of hostilities diminished. People were hopeful that the new regime would bring an end to the civil war.


The first government of the new regime was faced with a dilemma. If it refused to aid both companies, Lebanon would be without television. This would add a further blow to the already battered image of the country and would be a bad beginning for the Sarkis presidency. If it agreed to extend aid, the new regime would have to aid other institutions affected by the war. To add to the urgency for action, the license of Tele Orient was due for renewal.


To meet these developments the Council of Ministers appointed a special committee to examine the state of affairs of television in Lebanon. The committee was charged with the task of suggesting the role television should play in what was believed to be the post-war period and making recommendations to maintain the operation of this medium.


The committee's report urged the Lebanese government to take a more active role in the development of television. It recommended replacing CLT and Tele Orient with a new company, of which the government would control fifty per cent and the private sector would control the remaining half. It further recommended that the two existing companies be given the option to purchase the shares of the public sector. The Council of Ministers, which had then been given temporary legislative powers by the parliament, approved the report. 


A legislative decree was issued on December 30, 1977, legalizing the birth of a new television company, the Lebanese Television Company (Tele Liban).11 The company was formed "to manage, organize and utilize the various television transmitting installations, and to undertake all commercial and television production tasks." The new company was given monopoly over television broadcasting in Lebanon until the year 2012. Its capital was distributed equally between the government and the two then existing companies. Tele Liban was to be managed by a board of directors of twelve members: six representing the Lebanese government and the remaining six representing the two companies. The chairman of the board was to be appointed by the Lebanese Council of Ministers.


The formation of Tele Liban was, therefore, not a result of a new policy by the Sarkis regime aimed at defining the role of television in Lebanese society but simply a result of "force majeur". It was the only possible move that the government could take at the time in order to support television and maintain its service. The main contribution of the Sarkis regime to the television medium was to provide it with financial liquidity. This financial support made it possible to rebuild and improve the existing transmitters so as to cover all the Lebanese areas as well as increase the hours of transmission.


An examination of the terms of the early agreements granting television licenses, as well as of the directives by the different Lebanese governments concerning the operation of this medium, suggests that the official Lebanese policy was mainly seeking to legalize censorship of television programs in order to keep this medium under control by limiting its political influence. Government agreements with the early television stations did nor require improvement of standards or widening the appeal of the programs.12 Similarly, the clamor made by a number of television officials seeking public support13 to help  "provide more freedom for television" was prompted more by financial interest than by public service. They did not offer a plan that would provide better alternatives.


The merger of CLT and Tele Orient could have played a more positive role in improving the conditions of broadcasting in Lebanon. The function of Tele Liban, according to an official at the Ministry of Information, was "to bring together the best of what the public sector has to offer--its primary concern for the needs of the country--and the strength of the private sector in dynamic management and profit making." However, both government and the private sector, which jointly managed television under the Tele Liban plan, continued to provide programs that were determined by their private political or economic interests more than by the public interest.  Hardly was there a time when the handling of television by either the government or the private sector paid serious attention to the production of local programs, or to the selection of foreign imported programs, that were relevant to the needs of society. 


Thus, one observed on Lebanese television, for example, an imported program like "Eight is Enough", which in one of its episodes showed a U.S. teenager approaching her father for approval to "get on the pill", which contrasted oddly with the values of a country where "honor crimes" are condoned by law.14 In the same week, on another popular local program, "Abu Milhim", the Lebanese viewer heard the program's hero telling a young girl who lost her virginity in a bicycle accident: "I wish you had lost your eye and not your virginity." Not a single local television program was produced to address the serious sectarian problem that plagues the Lebanese society and was one of the main causes of the civil war. And while television, and the print media in general, give their audiences an "overdose" of political discussions we find an almost total absence of public affairs programming and lack of investigative reporting about issues that affect the livelihood of the average Lebanese, such as the shortage of water and electricity supplies.15
The creation of Tele Liban did not improve public service. The private sector involved in television felt secure and free of the fear of losing its license since the government was now its partner. Lebanese officials were content with their control of the overall management of this medium. Their attention was focused on improving the physical aspect of broadcasting that was ruined by the war. No efforts or plans were made to tie the programs of Tele Liban to social policies and plans. Thus, instead of both groups joining efforts to improve public service, they adopted a policy of "let the public be damned”.

The Lebanese television failed to serve as a responsible forum for the debate of the conflicting groups, be these sectarian-tribal or ethnic. It failed to bridge the gap between such groups to bring about national accord. The media practitioners ask for more freedom from the government instead of earning this freedom by addressing themselves to the task of moving their society towards its goals. Television and the media fail to address themselves to confessional divisions and contradictions, one of the most serious problems facing the Lebanese society.  

De Facto Stations are introduced

The deterioration of the state of affairs in Lebanon and the further weakening of the central government during the Amin Jemayel presidency in the mid 1980s encouraged some of the warring factions to establish their own pirate television stations. Most important among these were the Lebanese Broadcasting Company (LBC), which was the official organ of one of the warring militias, and Al-Mashrek Television, which was established by politicians opposed to the patrons of LBC. Among the important pirate stations at the time was the New Television (NTV), which was established by the Lebanese communist party and later was bought by independent businessmen. 

LBC went on the air in August 1985 and in a short period captured a wide Lebanese audience and became the leading TV station in Lebanon in terms of the variety of its programs and the size of its audience. Al-Mashrek (the Orient) Television began its experimental broadcasting in 1989 and started airing regular programs in April 1990. By the beginning of 1991 it became a serious competitor for both LBC and Tele Liban. Its heavy use of Arabic programs and films attracted large audiences. New Television began its transmission in April 1991. It was mainly commercial and aired programs that had no relationship to the ideology of the communist party.


As was the case with Tele Liban, LBC became subject of a struggle not only of the warring groups but also between the U.S. and French interests that sought to dominate its programs. The early U.S. influence on LBC did not please the French who consequently were able, early in 1988, to prevail on LBC to devote a special channel for strictly French programs. This channel (C33), however, was on the UHF band that was not widely used in Lebanon at the time.


With the creation of de facto television stations both the Lebanese government and the private sector involved with Tele Liban faced a new challenge. The deterioration of the quality of the human element and technical skills at Tele Liban allowed the de facto stations to easily attract Lebanese viewers to their programs and consequently drew advertisers to them. They were also able to attract viewers from different factions to their foreign programs that were of a better quality and more up to date than those of Tele Liban. Additionally, they paid more attention to addressing the daily concerns of the average citizen and attracted audiences to several of their local programs, which were relatively better than those of Tele Liban. However, all television stations were generally indifferent to the public needs for the coverage of subjects that relate to their livelihood (such as the problems of the shortage of electricity and water, pollution, and the high cost of living).


The success of the de facto stations led to heavy losses by Tele Liban. Faced with such competition its officials had to improve their programs.  They imported up-to-date foreign serials and arranged for the direct relay of many special world events. They also attempted to introduce administrative reforms within its structure. Additionally Tele Liban officials filed a lawsuit requesting large financial compensation from the three leading de facto stations at the time: LBC, al-Machrek, and NTV. 


During a 1989 retreat in the Saudi town of Taif, Lebanese members of the parliament were able to arrive at a regionally and internationally supported agreement that marked the end of the Lebanese civil war.  Among other things the Taif Agreement, which was later incorporated into the Lebanese constitution, called for the reorganization of the media in Lebanon. The deliberations of members of the parliament clearly called for legalizing the existing de facto radio and television stations. Consequently, upon the signing of this agreement many politicians and businessmen hurried to set up television stations so as to establish their "right" for a television license. According to an ITU expert, forty six television stations were set up in a matter of few months and some ten of the new stations were on the air by the end of 1991, transmitting on UHF channels as all the VHF channels were already in use.16

Television Legislation becomes an Urgent Need

The increasing number of television stations resulted in confusion and chaos in the broadcasting medium. This happened at the beginning of the Elias Hrawi presidency, which had the enormous job of re-establishing government authority after the civil war. The first Hrawi government felt the urgency for introducing new legislation that put order into the broadcasting field. Thus in 1991 the minister of information recommended the reorganization of television broadcasting in Lebanon. The proposed reorganization would grant licenses to stations whose total assets are Lebanese and require new stations to broadcast exclusively on UHF channels. To oversee broadcasting the minister recommended setting up an Independent National Communication Agency that would grant broadcasting licenses and ensure that the different broadcasting media operate within the technical and professional regulations set by it.17 


In order not to upset the delicate status quo, the minister recommended that Tele Liban be requested to lease some of its channels to the de facto stations in return for a fee. This would ensure the rights of Tele Liban and would provide it with funds to improve its facilities and services. At the same time, this arrangement would allow the de facto stations to continue their operation.18


The recommendations of the minister were referred to a special ministerial committee. The committee's deliberations were the basis of a January 1992 Council of Ministers decision which stated that "all television institutions which are presently operating de facto and in contradiction to the existing laws as well as anybody who wishes to invest in television must submit, within a period of one month, an application for commercial television broadcasting." The Council of Ministers also requested the ministerial committee to  "draw out, for the consideration and approval of the Council of Ministers, the conditions for rental of, and investing in, television channels."19


The decision by the Council of Ministers raised a public uproar not because of what it stated but because of what was reportedly said in the deliberations of the ministers. According to press reports, the deliberations dealt with the possibility of restricting television news to Tele Liban.20 Press reports suggested that both the president and the prime minister called for an end to the chaos and lack of restraint in the operation of media institutions.


Several members of the Council of Ministers and numerous politicians issued statements criticizing the deliberations. The ambassadors of England, France, the United States and the Vatican also made statements supporting freedom of the press.21 One paper reported that an ambassador of a prominent country declared that suppressing news on television was a demand "forced on the government" from outside but that "freedom in Lebanon is a red line which may not be crossed without negatively affecting the country."22


A spokesman for the prime minister promptly denied that a decision was taken to restrict television news to Tele Liban.23 The ministerial committee quickly addressed itself to the task of drafting proposals for legalizing the de facto stations. It recommended that, until a new law governing broadcasting in Lebanon is issued, the de facto stations be given annual leases, not licenses, on the available UHF channels.


Two years of indecision and delays lapsed before the Council of Ministers finally approved a draft law regulating the chaotic use of the broadcasting channels in Lebanon. The new law was adopted with minor modifications by the Lebanese parliament in November 1994.24 The influence of the very active audio-visual lobby was clear in the amendments adopted by the parliament; notably abolishing the item limiting the time devoted to advertising. No time limit for airing advertisements exists under this law. Under the terms of this law also Tele Liban was to be fully owned by the government and its exclusive television broadcasting right was to be revoked in return for granting it the right to broadcast on all the VHF channels and one UHF channel. No compensation by the de facto stations was granted to Tele Liban.


The law requires that establishing TV stations inside Lebanese territories or its national waters be subject to prior licensing (chapter 2, article five). The duration of the license is sixteen years, renewable (chapter 5, article twenty-six). Licenses are granted by a government decree after consulting a new council established by this law, "the National Council of Audio Visual Media" (National Council). This council has the power to recommend the suspension or closure of stations. It is formed of ten members appointed jointly by the government and parliament (chapter five, article seventeen).

The law classifies television stations according to the following:

1. First Category: TV stations that transmit visual programs, including news and political programs, covering all the Lebanese territory.

2. Second Category: TV stations that transmit visual programs, except news and political programs, covering all the Lebanese territory.

3. Third Category: TV stations that transmit coded signals that can only be received by subscribers who possess the necessary technical equipment.

4. Fourth Category: International TV stations that transmit via satellite and whose coverage goes beyond the Lebanese territory." (Chapter three, article ten).


According to the new law, granting a license for a broadcasting station requires, among other things, obtaining approved technical transmission standards; meeting the necessary operational standards in terms of human and physical resources, and presenting evidence of ability to sustain expenses for at least the first year of licensing. The law, furthermore, compels the station to broadcast a volume of local production that is fixed by the "terms of conditions" of broadcasting in Lebanon (chapter two, article seven)


The law provides for a technical committee, "The TV and Radio Transmission Organization Committee," to draw the "terms of conditions" for broadcasting and to study all the technical broadcasting aspects and submit recommendations to the minister of information (chapter two, article eight).


Furthermore, the law limits granting radio and television licenses to Lebanese citizens or companies. The number of licenses is also limited to one for individual companies or persons. It does not allow "for a person or entity to own directly or indirectly more than ten percent of the total company shares. The husband or wife and all direct relatives are considered to be one person or entity." (Chapter four, article thirteen). 


Under the terms of the audio-visual law broadcasting stations are not allowed to operate at a financial deficit for a prolonged period. The licensed station has to submit to the Ministry of Information a statement of its accounts. The technical committee entrusted to draw the "terms of conditions" for the operation of TV stations proposed a number of meaningful technical and environmental requirements but failed to require the quality and quantity of local programs essential for a country that is flooded with canned programs. The "terms of conditions" sets the required local programs to 16.6 percent of the total aired programs. It requires only half an hour of weekly transmission of local educational programs and another weekly half an hour for rural and agricultural programs.25


The new law was faced with immense public debate. Again the influence of the very active audio-visual lobby was clear in the press campaigns and statements by politicians warning against "the dangers to freedom in Lebanon." Clearly owners of the de facto stations and the political opposition were afraid of the way licenses will be granted. They were correct in their fear. In September 1996 the government granted licenses to four television stations, other than Tele Liban. The four belonged to members of the government or their relatives, maintaining the sensitive religious sectarian balance, which is of paramount importance in Lebanese politics.

The stations that received licenses were: 1. The Lebanese Broadcasting Company International (LBCI, formerly LBC), which represents the Maronite Christians and whose shareholders included prominent members of the government; 2. Future Television, representing the Sunni Moslems and owned by the then prime minister; 3. Murr Television (MTV), representing the Greek Orthodox Christians and owned by the family of the then minister of Interior; and 4. The National Broadcasting Network (NBN), representing the Shiite Moslems and owned by the family and supporters of the speaker of the House of Parliament.26


The government decision was faced with a public uproar because it was based more on political and sectarian rather than professional grounds.27 Stations that were not licensed refused to stop broadcasting. The government used both threats and promises to implement its decision. In some instances it used force to close some stations but in others it allowed some to appeal the decision. Only one additional television station, al-Manar, the organ of the Islamic Hizbollah Party, which started broadcasting in June 1991 and spoke for the resistance against the occupation of South Lebanon, received a license--in July 1996.28 However, a Christian religious station, Tele Lumiere, continues to broadcast without a license but with tacit government approval. 


This encouraged the Moslem religious authorities to begin experimental broadcasts for the Holy Koran TV, and a number of other religious stations asked for similar treatment but no official action was taken. As religious authorities are very powerful in Lebanon the Council of Ministers decided to provide the opportunity for the different religious communities to air their religious programs through a special channel to be made available to them by the government-owned Tele Liban. Until this channel is made available the authorities keep silent about the de facto (illegal) operation of these stations. In a newspaper interview the Lebanese Minister of Information declared that the government expects the programs aired by the religious stations to be in agreement with the Lebanese basic positions and with the constitution of the country in a way that will strengthen common citizenship and the service of the nation.29


An opponent of the previous regime, Salim el-Hoss, headed the Lebanese Council of Ministers when a new president, Emile Lahoud, took office. The new government reconsidered the applications rejected by the previous regime and consequently three more licenses were granted. Interestingly, the stations receiving the new licenses were ones that opposed the former prime minister, Rafik Hariri. These are: the New Television (NTV), in June 1999; The Independent Communication Channel International (ICNI), in September 1999; and United Television (UTV), also in September 1999.


While newspaper readership is not widely spread in Lebanon and the Arab world in general, radio and television are available in almost every household in Lebanese urban areas.30 Television reception means not only Lebanese local channels but also cable, which is widely spread in the major Lebanese cities.

Development of Satellite Broadcasting 


The early 1990s witnessed the accelerating spread of satellite broadcasting in the Arab world. Lebanon was no exception. Satellite reception dishes became among the fastest selling commodities in Lebanon and the Arab Gulf countries. At least 400 to 450 unlicensed satellite television distribution companies are presently supplying satellite subscription to some 250,000 households. December 1998 statistics by Ipsos-Stat, a media research company, suggest that 58.2 percent of all Lebanese households had cable subscription to satellite stations.31 The cable operators usually subscribe to the different satellite systems, such as ORBIT, and/or install reception dishes then distribute the signals they get through a cable system. 


The major cry against the illegal operators comes from the local television stations that are losing a major share of their audiences to the cable system. The satellite stations are not very concerned with this phenomenon since the Lebanese market is very small and they wouldn't get all the present subscribers now watching them to actually pay the high fees for a smaller selection of stations. They are, however, considering raising their subscription fees paid by the operators.  
Lebanese businessmen and television stations saw an excellent profit potential in this new development. Two stations ventured into this field even before getting officially licensed. They were LBCI and Future Television who established LBCSAT and Future International SAT respectively. Both satellite programs were ranked among the leading satellite programs in the Arab Gulf countries, an important source of advertising income.32


Founded in February 1993, Future Television started in October 1994 as a trial satellite broadcasting over the footprint of Arabsat 1D. The testing period lasted two months. It was then launched on Arabsat 2A. Future International Television has 5-meter and 7-meter dishes installed in its Beirut and Sidon sites. An additional 13-meter dish was later installed in the government earth station in Jouret el Ballout as a redundant uplink facility. Future International TV covers the Middle East, North Africa and Southern Europe. It does not currently reach the American continent or Australia or the Far East. Future International TV is not coded and is available on Arabsat 2A medium C-band, downlink frequency 3863.75 Mhz.


Realizing the commercial and professional importance of satellite broadcasting LBCI plunged into this field in April 1996 when it established LBCSAT, a free satellite channel. The channel has been broadcasting 22 hours a day since January 1997. Later in 1997 LBC launched three new encrypted channels: LBC Europe, LBC America and LBC Australia. Today, LBC Europe is broadcasting 16 hours a day while the two other channels broadcast around the clock. A number of recent audience studies indicate that LBCSAT has a leading position in Saudi Arabia and the Arab Gulf countries. LBCSAT programs are available on Arabsat 2A, 26 degree east, C-band, downlink frequency 3740.75 Mhz.


Faced with the success of both Lebanese satellite stations, the government decided that the best way to respond was to have its own station, Tele Liban, got into satellite broadcasting. An official government decision was reached late in 1999 and Tele Liban began its satellite broadcast in the first week of March 2000. The TL satellite service is available simultaneously on ArabSat A3 and NileSat, covering the Arab world and part of Europe.  However, it is now merely broadcasting its terrestrial programming via satellite, not special programs to satisfy Arab viewers or the Lebanese Diaspora. A fourth station, al-Manar, requested a license for satellite transmission. The government approved the request in April 2000 and the satellite service of al-Manar began a four-hour satellite on the eve of May 24, 2000, the day of the liberation of South Lebanon. After the Palestinian "intifada" broke out, on September 28, 2000, al-Manar increased its satellite broadcasting to 18 hours per day.


The success of Lebanese satellite stations encouraged two other stations to get into this field. MTV began its satellite service in November 2000, on the eve of its ninth anniversary, and New TV, which was expected to go on the air in December 2000, announced that it will also start its satellite service. Technical and financial difficulties, however, delayed the implementation of this plan. New TV has already embarked on a six-hour experimental broadcasting but no announcement was made as to the new date of regular operation. 


Satellite broadcasting in Lebanon faced a number of obstacles at the beginning, during the regime of President Hrawi and Prime Minister Hariri. The first obstacle was to get government clearance to get a satellite connection. The second and more serious one was for the stations to secure the right to broadcast news. At the beginning the Hariri government did not permit both stations to transmit news on their satellite channels. The argument by the government was that Lebanese news programs might negatively affect Lebanon's relations with some Arab countries inasmuch as these countries may not tolerate the freedom the Lebanese media have.


LBCI challenged the ban and continued airing its satellite news program. The Hariri government reacted, late in December 1996, by deciding to censor "all news as well as direct and indirect political programs prepared for satellite broadcasting." A special "censorship team" was named that included a number of well-respected journalists. Again, LBCI challenged the decision and sought a ruling from the state's judiciary advisory council. The council supported LBCI; consequently the Lebanese satellite channels won another battle.

Conclusion
The main problem facing broadcasting in Lebanon today is not that of government meddling for this interference is carried out within the "rules of the game" of Lebanese politics. It is primarily one of both the government and media institutions lacking the adequate structures and professionals that would provide the opportunity for this medium to contribute to its society's unity and cohesion as well as to address issues that are relevant to the every day life of the average citizen. Instead this medium gives predominate attention to commercialism at the expense of professionalism and social responsibility. Lebanese television officials, like the majority of their Arab colleagues, view the television medium essentially as one for passing time, thus we find that about half of the programs on Tele Liban, for example, is of the entertainment type.33 Additionally, their news programs focus mainly on news of politicians, with little reflective coverage of issues that concern the general public.34 Examining the content of television programs one gets the impression that television officials believe that their viewers will accept whatever is given to them and, therefore, do not feel the necessity to make more effort to provide them with content that addresses their needs for information about issues that concern their livelihood and that are relevant to their culture and social norms and values. 

In conclusion, Lebanese television broadcasting and the Lebanese media in general lack both professionalism and civic commitment. They are in urgent need of reorganization in order to cope with their expected role in the reconstruction of a country that has suffered from a long and costly civil war. Television and the Lebanese mass media have succeeded in achieving a high level of freedom of expression but have chosen to focus on presenting the disorienting views of the different political, sectarian and ethnic groups. They have failed to bridge the gap between these different groups and consequently have been unable to bring about national accord without which no society can move towards real democracy and genuine development. 

The Lebanese media have also failed to promote an informed civil society that can rebuild a just society and an enlightened citizen. After a long civil war that is still alive in the messages of many media institutions, the Lebanese television as well as the other mass media, have failed to reexamine their role in a changing society and changing living conditions. They missed the opportunity to serve as a genuine channel of communication between the citizens and the government and between the different citizen groups within the society. They failed to serve as an objective and responsible watchdog to protect the average citizen from abuses of political institutions as well as from public and private interests. 

The problem of the Lebanese media today does not lie in the lack of a proper climate conducive to freedom of expression. It lies in a wrong outlook by the media people to this freedom; an outlook that gives primary importance to private interests and lacks social responsibility. The real danger to the freedom of the press is that the Lebanese media spend more time avoiding information that does not agree with their gatekeepers, than objectively seeking information about public issues of real concern to the citizen.

It is no longer acceptable for the media to use the principle of “freedom of expression” to justify securing a special status allowing them to be above the social order. Democratic codes, including the declaration of human rights, encourage the media to be a tool for the service of the citizen and not the contrary. The citizen in Lebanon has become the target of influence by the media instead of being the core of attention and his/her interests the main factor determining news and program selection.   

Democracy requires openness to the citizens first, before the authorities, be they political or financial. It also requires the active participation of the average citizen in the public debates on matters that concern his/her welfare. The mere guarantee of the freedom of expression to the media does not ipso facto guarantee the ability of all groups to express their views. This can be realized only by guaranteeing media diversity.

To claim “the media only reflects society” is not precise. The media select what they communicate and thus they set the agenda of what the people can think about or discuss. To achieve true democracy the media need to be beside the citizen. The citizen in Lebanon is permitted merely to play the role of a bystander or spectator while the role of the media charger is confined to politicians as well as to finance or business groups. The basic mission of the media should be to serve the citizens--not those in power, be they politicians or business or finance groups. 

The Lebanese media do not lack freedom of expression as much as they lack the proper ethical and professional structures that are needed to bring about a proper climate of dialogue between the divergent groups in the society, and between these groups and the government. Perhaps this is mainly due to the inability of the Lebanese media to maintain their own independent financial resources and consequently they have failed to achieve their financial viability. 

Protecting the freedom of expression by the media does not necessarily safeguard the rights of the individual and promote public interest. The freedom of the media can only be guaranteed in as much as this freedom secures the right of the individual to receive accurate information about public issues as well as provide her/him with the opportunity to be an active and enlightened citizen.

Finally, the Lebanese media are in urgent need to reevaluate their role in society and to reject the domination of private interests as well as abandon their sectarian-tribal political course of operation.
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