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1. Introduction

On 16 November 2009 Centre for Public Policy PROVIDUS submitted to Partnership for Transparency Fund a project proposal “Fair election campaign in Latvia.”  PTF agreed to grant the co-funding for this Project on January, 2010. The objective of the project is indicated as such:

“The objective of the project is to provide voters and state agencies with impartial information about political parties’ compliance with the campaign funding law as well as legality of various types of campaign expenditure and the cases of “hidden advertising”. The ultimate aim is to make citizens aware already before the elections of which parties are willing to break the law on their way to power, and to identify those mass media outlets that seem willing to sell their content for the benefit of political contestants without clearly marking such content as advertising.” 

The project started as scheduled on May 1, 2010. According to the grant agreement and Providus’ proposed plan of action (project proposal), Providus is to submit a full detailed final report summarizing the implementation of the project and its outcome and assessing the impact of the project on increasing transparency in campaign financing, its likely sustainability and the lessons learned.
This final report is structured into two main parts: 1) the part on political party funding monitoring and 2) the part on “hidden advertising” monitoring. There are three subsections within each of the main chapters: a) a section on the implementation; b) a section on outcome and impact; c) a section on sustainability.

2. Political party funding monitoring

2.1. Implementation

In April/May 2010 Providus organized a pricing survey on acquiring raw political advertising data. It turned out that this service is still a monopoly – TNS Latvia was the only company that can provide data for ads placed on TV, radio, and billboards. Therefore, Providus concluded a contract with TNS Latvia (on May 2010). According to the terms of the contract, TNS was to provide data on political ads appearing on 11 television stations, 14 radios, 82 newspapers/magazines, 10 large internet portals and on majority of billboards (data on 6 major companies that sell billboard space). Providus also acquired data on political advertising placed  before the official campaign period (June 5th) and was given access to the full database of social advertising (not placed by political parties but by, for example, state institutions or NGO’s –Providus needed these data  in order to check for the so-called third party political advertising). The contract stipulated that Providus has a right to send these data to the anti-corruption agency (KNAB).
The start of political advertising monitoring was announced to the public on several occasions (media interviews, public events etc.) by Iveta Kažoka, the project director. The first monitoring results were published on internet portal politika.lv in the second part of June, 2010. They mostly concerned political advertising placed before the start of the official election campaign (see http://www.politika.lv/temas/18230/) and included also the estimates on political party income. These results turned out to be of interest to news media, because they included an estimate on the vast amount of ads placed by a newly formed NGO (which was expected to reorganize itself into political party).  The project director was also repeatedly interviewed by media on the legality of such a campaign.
Even though, like in 2009, political parties did not place much political advertising more than 1 month before the elections, several troubling issues had already been identified by August 2010 (the summaries of them appeared on internet as well). For example:

1) Riga Free Port was placing TV ads occasioned by Riga Port’s 810th “birthday” celebrations. In some of these ads a leader of one political party appeared in his capacity as the port’s chairman. It seemed that the real purpose of these advertisements was to grant additional publicity to this election candidate (advertising was being paid by Riga Free Port);

2) There were several occasions when whole TV shows (length: approximately 1 hour) had been dedicated to single political party. Even though it was not denied afterwards that the political party paid for these broadcasts (the advertising expenses were even reported to the media advertising monitoring company), this information was not disclosed to the audience;

3) One European Parliament group was buying advertising space for one of its members in European Parliament (in order for him to talk about his work in European Union)  who also happened to be a very visible member of one party contesting elections;

4) One of the leading and most influential of Latvian television stations was organizing weekly discussions on political subjects. All the regular debaters  were closely linked to a specific political party (for example, one of ever-present debaters is a campaign organizer of that party) – it was not known whether these shows were or weren’t prepaid (the television had  admitted that the discussions organized by it on May, June was paid for by an NGO with an identical name to the later-formed political party)

Until the pre-election day of October 1, 2010 Providus published political party expenditure monitoring results. Altogether there were 10 updates during the pre-election period, so anyone could get regular news on which political parties/individuals/NGO’s placed political ads in various media and what were their approximate costs (http://www.politika.lv/temas/18289/). 

In addition to campaign spending monitoring updates, Providus informed journalists and voters on its estimates regarding the funds that political parties had available for the election campaign (http://www.politika.lv/temas/18229/). A week before the Election Day, an analysis on the largest political party donors was published online in order for the voters to see which business sectors (for example, real estate, gambling, energy etc.) support different political parties (http://www.politika.lv/temas/18454/).

The data on political advertising expenditure was sent to the state anti-corruption agency (KNAB), which used it to check whether political parties and third parties inform KNAB about all of their political advertising contracts.

Providus reported its monitoring results by using its twitter account, by informing the political journalists about the website and by Providus’ policy analysts giving their own commentaries to news/media outlets. As expected, the media interest and coverage of Providus’ monitoring results peaked 1-2 weeks before the Election Day. The data on the highest spenders and on whether the legal obligations have been breached was reported in the analytical programs both by public broadcasters and by some of the commercial ones. 

As the monitoring results showed that there is no party that had (by advertising alone) exceeded the campaign expenditure ceilings, the media and public interest focused on the various attempts to circumvent the existing restrictions. The Providus monitoring data sometimes proved to be the only source which would allow to estimate the extent and cost for some of such attempts. For example, there was a massive self-advertising campaign by city resort Ventspils which “coincided” with the election campaign (where one of the leading political parties had announced the mayor of Ventspils A.Lembergs as their candidate for prime minister’s office).  Providus monitoring data allowed to see that this campaign had intensified before election day, that its content was similar to that of the political parties’ advertising, that it was paid for by 2 Ventspils public institutions and that it was massive and costly. So Providus called for KNAB to look more attentively to the linkages between the two campaigns.

There were also close to 20 individuals placing ads that called to vote for some political party in a campaign that seemed to be coordinated with the political party’s own campaign. During the last day before elections (when political advertising is prohibited in Latvia) some billboards appeared in Riga with a similar slogan to that used by a political party. Providus policy analysts commented widely on the legality of such ads both before and after the Election Day.

During November 2010, having received both the final monitoring results and political parties’ declarations on their own expenses, Providus prepared the final report on political party spending (available here: http://www.politika.lv/temas/politikas_kvalitate/18839/). It included analysis on 15 of the most important problems encountered during the election campaign and around 30 recommendations for solving them. Providus sent a letter (http://www.providus.lv/public/27400.html) to prime minister suggesting including some of the recommendations in the work-plan for the coalition government. As a result of this letter, the government gave a task to KNAB to make an analysis(until 31.12.2011)  of the existing political party funding regulation and the election supervision experience in order to improve the regulation (task No. 1.4.3. http://www.mk.gov.lv/file/files/ministru_kabinets/vrp.pdf)
The parliamentary committee which is in charge of campaign finance and political party regulation agreed to hold a special sitting at Providus premises on 25th of  January (after the adoption of state budget for 2011) where Providus’ report and recommendations were considered (the agenda of the discussion is available here: http://www.providus.lv/public/27435.html).  Not only almost all the members of the parliamentary committee were present during the discussion, but also representatives of KNAB, Ministry of Justice, National Broadcasting council, media and NGO’s. There was a strong commitment from the parliamentary committee to improve the existing regulation.

Providus was invited to submit its list of proposals to parliamentary committee for further consideration which it did on January 31th, 2011 (see the text of the recommendations here: http://www.providus.lv/public/27469.html).
Shortly thereafter a political party submitted some of Providus proposals as its own (citing Providus’ monitoring report as an inspiration for their initiative – see here http://titania.saeima.lv/LIVS10/SaeimaLIVS10.nsf/0/9781A844C2863D0CC225782C0051E88F?OpenDocument). Unfortunately, the majority of the parliament voted against this initiative.
Afterwards, several political parties submitted their proposals for the second reading of the law “On Pre-Election Agitation before Municipal and European Parliament Elections.” Many of them were also based on the Providus recommendations. Providus experts were present during almost all the sittings throughout February – June, 2011.  Until August 16th, 2011, the draft law had passed the second reading (http://titania.saeima.lv/LIVS10/SaeimaLIVS10.nsf/0/42F2EEA2BAAAB0DFC22578A4002297BF?OpenDocument). 
On May 28th, 2011 the president of Latvia Valdis Zatlers called for a referendum on the dismissal of the parliament and new elections.  Providus wrote a letter ((http://www.providus.lv/public/27516.html) to the parliamentary committee in order to bring to their attention the problems with campaign funding regulation in the context of extraordinary elections. When this letter was being considered by the parliamentary committee, Providus’ policy analyst referred to the monitoring data in order to prove that the campaign expenditure limits for extraordinary elections need to be curtailed by at least 50%. 

A political party submitted its own legislative initiative proposing to lower the political party expenditure “ceilings” by 75%. It referred to Providus recommendation in the letter (annotation) accompanying the initiative (see here: http://titania.saeima.lv/LIVS10/SaeimaLIVS10.nsf/0/AA76EA79EE4B24E0C22578A300353DCD?OpenDocument). The parliament voted against this initiative, but the responsible committee, after having consulted Providus’ policy analyst (that was noted also in the annotation of the draft law: http://titania.saeima.lv/LIVS10/SaeimaLIVS10.nsf/0/29899A00AE13232DC22578A3003135F7?OpenDocument), had already started to develop its own draft law. Eventually the parliament ruled that the expenditure limits for extraordinary elections be 50% of those that apply to ordinary elections.
On July 23rd, there was a referendum on the dismissal of the parliament. The voters voted for the new elections which were to be held on 17th of September.  Providus invited KNAB to discuss the monitoring needed for the extraordinary elections noting the main problems during the 2010 elections. This time KNAB was capable to fund its own independent monitoring. 

As during the discussions Providus learned that KNAB wasn’t going to organize an information seminar for the political parties as to the rules applying during the campaign period, Providus organized such a discussion itself (it was a closed event). Representatives of 5 out of 7 largest political parties were present (the rest received the materials by e-mail; representatives of KNAB also participated in these discussions) – 8 main problems of the 2010 elections uncovered by monitoring were discussed during the event. Providus explained the reasons why it considered some of such campaign techniques (for example, candidates appearing in ads paid for by municipal institutions) illegal and promised to bring to public attention all similar cases if they appear during 2011 campaign. All the participants encouraged Providus to do so.
Outcome and impact

The main outcomes and impact of the problem can be summarized as such:
1) News on preliminary Providus monitoring results appeared in news agencies and majority of the largest media outlets. That’s why it seems that citizens were aware already before the Election Day which parties were willing to break the law on their way to power. The after-election analysis showed that there was only small correlation between the money spent during the elections and the results of elections. Even though one party’s campaign was accompanied by a massive self-advertising campaign by a city whose mayor was their candidate for prime minister office, it didn’t seem to result in more votes during elections. 
2) The monitoring led to increase in  KNAB’s capacities to better uncover, preclude or punish the party funding violation – brief interviews with KNAB employees showed that they relied on monitoring data in order to crosscheck the information on political party expenses given to them by political parties or mass media themselves. The monitoring allowed to uncover those cases where mass media sold airtime to political parties according to lower rates than was published before the elections. Those media were fined by KNAB. The investigation is still ongoing in several most important and difficult attempts to circumvent campaign funding regulation (by using municipal/state resources during the campaign), so the full impact cannot be estimated there. The Providus recommendation advocating for the necessity for KNAB to fund its own monitoring was discussed in parliament and resulted in KNAB undertaking its own monitoring for 2011 elections. Providus and KNAB also had an agreement that whenever Providus notices a problem during the 2011 election campaign, it will bring KNAB’s attention to it. 
3) Many of Providus recommendations have been discussed in parliament and quite a few have been worked in new legislative drafts (adopted in second reading, waiting for the third reading). Here’s a summary of Providus recommendations and what has happened with them:
	Providus recommendation
	Parliamentary action


	Providus recommended to find a way how to diminish political party’s necessity to attract large amount of founding. Providus suggested either to lower the campaign expenditure ceilings or to  include other expenses besides political advertising within the campaign expenditure limits or to prohibited political advertising altogether or to limit the amount of political advertising that a political party can place on TV.

	This recommendation was widely discussed in parliament and parliamentary committee – there were several initiatives by political party Unity (to impose the limits on what amount of TV and radio advertising a political party may place)  and political party National Union (to lower the total campaign expenditure ceilings and to ban political advertising during the month before elections), yet they were all refused by parliamentary majority. 
By another suggestion of Providus, the campaign expenditure ceilings for extraordinary elections were lowered by 50%.
After the 2011 elections, Providus will submit its own updated proposal on what a realistic expenditure ceiling for elections should be.

	More precise rules on how to indicate to voters that an article or an interview in an advertisment rather than a legitimate jurnalism.  
	One political party suggested that that the regulation should be improved by stipulating that the indication should be clear and unambiguous (that a text or a broadcast is an advertisement), yet it was refused by parliamentary majority as too vague. Providus will submit its own proposals in this regard for the third reading.

	Political advertising placed on internet should also contain information on who is the person or organisation paying for this ad. 
	This recommendation was approved by parliamentary majority in the second reading.

	Clearer rules as to how media publish their political advertising rates (no intervals) that would prevent a mass media outlet from discriminating  between parties.
	No political party submitted this recommendation as its own proposal for the second reading, so Providus will submit its own recommendation for the third reading.

	Regarding the municipal elections: identical rules regarding information on political advertising should apply not just to political parties but also voter lists that are not submitted by political parties. 
	This recommendation was discussed in the committee, but its specific wording was left for the third reading.

	To prohibit the large discounts that are given to those  political parties which are able to place large amount of political advertising (which benefits the largest and most wealthy parties) 
	This recommendation was discussed in the committee, but the majority was against the idea.

	Taking into account that in Latvia mass media charge for political advertising rates that are approximately 3 times as high as for commercial advertising, the political advertising rates should be regulated (so that also not very wealthy parties can afford them and there is less pressure for every party to attract large amount of funding)
	The parliamentary majority approved in the second reading the initiative that the prices for political advertising cannot be higher than by 50% of those average advertising rates charged to commercial clients.  


	Those companies that are offering as a service to place advertisments on billboards should also publish their advertising rates and should also be prevented from changing them during the campaign. 
	The parliamentary majority has approved this recommendation in the second reading 

	During the election year there should be at least some rules regarding social advertising (that are non-political in its content, but sometimes places with an intent to influence elections). 
	No political party submitted this recommendation as its own initiative. Therefore, Providus will look closely if this problem reappears during 2011 extraordinary elections and, if it does, will submit its own recommendation for the third reading.

	It should be made clear on what kind of agitation is prohibited during the last day before elections – whether it is only political advertisments or all kinds of partisan messages (in commenatries, interviews etc.)
	This recommendation was discussed in parliamentary committee. One political party suggested banning only political advertising, but the majority voted against it siding with the view that there should be no partisan messages during the day of reflection.


	There should be clearer regulation regarding campaigning in state or municipal institutions (so that candidates are not prevented from campaigning in squares or markets that belong to municipality).
	The parliamentary majority has approved this recommendation in the second reading – the regulation was made clearer.

	The definition of political agitation should be made clearer by stipulating that it should apply also to the advertisments whose contents are similar to political parties’s preelection slogans.
	No political party submitted this recommendation as its own initiative. Therefore, Providus will look closely if this problem reappears during 2011 extraordinary elections and, if it does, will submit its own recommendation for the third reading.

	There should be rules on opinion surveys appearing before the elections: so that the voters receive information on who has commissioned the survey, the sample size, the time of survey, etc. 
	This problem was discussed during the parliamentary committee’s sittings, but its solution was left for the third reading.

	The system of allocating free of charge boradcast time to political parties (in public media) should be reformed -  so that such advertising can be seen by more voters 


	The parliamentary majority has approved this recommendation in the second reading

	The law should clearly stipulate that state resources cannot be used for partisan purposes. 
	The parliamentary majority has approved this recommendation in the second reading – defining what counts as usage of state resources for partisan purposes and prohibiting such actions. 

	There should be clear regulation that whenever some „third party” has coordinated its advertising campaign with a political party such expenses should count within the expenditure limits of that political party. 
	This problem was discussed during the parliamentary committee’s sittings, but its solution was left for the third reading.

	KNAB should be required by law to publish in its website the information on where political parties place their political advertising and how much it costs (to enable citizen control that would allow to uncover political advertising that was not reported to KNAB). 
	No political party submitted this recommendation as its own initiative for the second reading. Therefore, Providus will submit its own recommendation for the third reading.

	Campaign expenditure limits should be rethought (at the moment they apply to only 3 expenditure categories – ads, charity work, postal expenses): the limits should apply to either all campaign expenditures or, at least, all the most costly political party expenditure categories (not just ads, but also, for example, large events)
	Not considered in parliament, because the parliament had decided to finish correcting the campaign regulation (the draft law was adopted in the second reading before the parliament was dismissed) and only then start to work on political party funding regulation (these are 2 seperate laws in Latvia)

	To decrease the maximum amount of donations per year that can be donated to a political party from one donar (at the moment: 40 000 dollars)
	Not considered in parliament, because the parliament had decided to finish correcting the campaign regulation (the draft law was adopted in the second reading before the parliament was dismissed) and only then start to work on political party funding regulation (these are 2 seperate laws in Latvia)

	Less appeal possibilities or quicker litigation terms regarding litigation on political party funding regulations (in 2011 there is still litigation under way for serious campaign funding violations committed in 2006).  
	Not considered in parliament, because the parliament had decided to finish correcting the campaign regulation (the draft law was adopted in the second reading before the parliament was dismissed) and only then start to work on political party funding regulation (these are 2 seperate laws in Latvia)

	In order to encourage small donations, either to introduce matching payments from the state budget or tax discounts. 
	Not considered in parliament, because the parliament had decided to finish correcting the campaign regulation (the draft law was adopted in the second reading before the parliament was dismissed) and only then start to work on political party funding regulation (these are 2 seperate laws in Latvia)

	To prohibit the attempts to circumvent maximum donation size restrictions, by stipulating that donations to several parties within thse same party union (that is taking part in elections) should be counted together within this limit. 
	Not considered in parliament, because the parliament had decided to finish correcting the campaign regulation (the draft law was adopted in the second reading before the parliament was dismissed) and only then start to work on political party funding regulation (these are 2 seperate laws in Latvia)

	There should be a rule obliging KNAB to organise its own independent election monitoring (so that it can cross-check data that are sent by mass media and political parties themselves).
	The parliamentary majority has approved this recommendation in the second reading 

	Criminal liability should be considered by substantial violations of campaign funding regulation. 
	Not considered in parliament, because the work on the substantive rules (on election campaigning and party funding) was not yet finished.

	Deterrent penalties for violations of campaign regulation for „third parties”  and mass media.  
	Not considered in parliament, because the work on the substantive rules (on election campaigning and party funding) was not yet finished.

	Detterent penalties for the usage of state funds for partisan purposes. 
	Not considered in parliament, because the work on the substantive rules (on election campaigning and party funding) was not yet finished.


4) Representatives of major stakeholders have participated in discussions on political party funding and campaign regulation. The questions from mass media that are addressed to Providus prior to 2011 extraordinary elections indicate that they are more aware (compared to 2010)  of what actions before elections are or are not legitimate, that’s why the reaction that political parties get in response to such attempts is quicker and reaches larger number of citizens. The 2011 elections will show if there is a decrease in the number of specific party funding or campaign regulation violations after addressing them throughout 2010.
Sustainability

The sustainability of the project is dependent on three main factors:

1) Whether after the September 17th elections, the newly elected parliament resumes its work on campaign funding and political party regulation. There needs to be a vote until the end of December on continuing to elaborate the draft law that was adopted by the dismissed parliament in the second reading (if there is no such vote, the parliament will need to start to work on this legislation anew). Providus will need to organize an advocacy campaign in order for the parliament to continue working on the draft law and, afterwards, to improve it with those Providus’ recommendations that were not considered at earlier stages (see the previous section).
2) Whether after the September 17th elections the new government will have the necessary commitment to include political party funding and election campaign regulation as one of its priorities in government declaration and work plan (which it did after Providus suggestion after 2010 elections). Providus’ advocacy will probably be also needed there – so that there is still an obligation for KNAB to come up with analysis on the major problems of political party funding regulation.
3) The project has already proved to be sustainable as the anti-corruption bureau now is capable of organizing its own independent pre-election monitoring.
3. “Hidden advertising” monitoring
In May 2010 Providus started to inquire about media content monitoring providers. This market turned out to be much more competitive than that of political advertising monitoring. As a result of pricing survey, it turned out that  2 media content monitoring agencies would provide good content much more cheaply than TNS Latvia, with which Providus worked during 2006 “hidden advertising” monitoring. Both (LETA and BNS) are affiliated with 2 competing news agencies. According to the terms of contract, they provide daily data on all suspicious articles/broadcasts that gives any impression of partiality, Already some days into monitoring, it turned out to be well justified to buy the monitoring services of both of these agencies not only because in this way they can also check its other news reports, but also because the overlap between their selections is only about 60-70%.

In order to increase the credibility of “hidden advertising” monitoring, Providus worked together with an external expert – Ms. Anda Rožukalne, who is the head of the media studies program in one of Latvia’s leading university (Riga Stradins University), and who has been involved in a similar media content monitoring in 2005 and 2006. Providus organized an internet-based discussion (in twitter and politika.lv through uservoice, see http://aptauja.uservoice.com/forums/40653-sl-pt-rekl-ma) on criteria that would mark an article/broadcast as suspicious enough to create reasonable suspicions about its nature (where it is an article/broadcast or surreptitious political advertising). Simultaneously, the project director Iveta Kazoka submitted proposals on media content monitoring to National Broadcasting Council. National Broadcasting Council received a specific grant from government in May, 2010 to fund its media content monitoring needs. The Council decided to focus narrowly on evaluating the legality of the campaign (for example, whether or not the political advertising doesn’t exceed altogether 12 minutes per hour) , but also agreed with Providus arguments that it needs to monitor media content pluralism and media bias as well. The representatives of the Council  asked for Providus’ help in identifying and sharing suspicious cases of political broadcasts.  

In June 2010, Providus placed an announcement for 4 positions of Project assistants (for hidden advertising monitoring). In all 34 people applied (mostly political science/journalism/PR students). Out of them 4 were selected for in-depth analysis of suspicious cases provided by LETA and BNS.
Since August 3, 2010, Providus received data from LETA and BNS. These data were then discussed by the monitoring team and Anda Rožukalne. Each member of the team had to write a blog update a week on those articles/broadcasts that fit the specific criteria of possible “hidden advertising”. So in all there were 6 blog updates a week. The first blog update was published on Tuesday, August 10 (about the suspicious articles/broadcasts of Tuesday, August 3 – see: http://www.politika.lv/blogi/index.php?id=61919) and the latest blog update was published on October 18. Each update had a list of suspicious cases, short description about the contents of a specific article/broadcast, criteria to explain what makes a specific case suspicious and visual illustration. The readers of the blog were asked to comment on these cases and to send in more suspicious media content, if they’ve noticed any.  The readers were also asked to voice their opinion on those cases that seem suspicious, but do not fully confirm to the monitoring criteria.
In all there were:

· 19 blog posts in August (http://www.politika.lv/blogi/index.php?id=61866&fm=8&fy=2010)

· 26 blog posts in September (http://www.politika.lv/blogi/index.php?id=61866&fm=9&fy=2010)

· 13 in October (http://www.politika.lv/blogi/index.php?id=61866&fm=10&fy=2010)
In order for a case to appear in the blog, there had to be a consensus within the project team. Those cases where unanimity wasn’t reached were discussed in more depth after elections (in order to formulate criteria on how to approach unclear situations) and some of the most interesting ones were also placed in the blog after the Election Day on October 2. The project team looked at the suspicious cases brought to their attention by readers of the blog – both in the comment section and by sending in such materials by e-mail or twitter. 

In order to increase the awareness of the problem of hidden political advertising, Providus co-organized two specific discussion events:

1) A discussion on the media content before elections with representatives of regional press in August 4 (leading organizer – an editor of regional newspaper in the Latvian city of Tukums; Providus agreed to participate with a presentation and to cover the transportation costs for participants from other regions of Latvia )
2) A discussion on media partiality and hidden advertising on Radio and TV   in August 18 (leading organizer was Centre for Public Policy Providus, co-organizer – Riga Stradins University). The members of National broadcasting Council, the director of Latvian Public TV station, the director of Latvia Public radio station and several journalists, editors and media experts participated in this discussion. 
The project was well reported by media both before and after the Election Day. Some weeks before elections the leading news agency made regular news updates on the number of suspicious cases identified during the project – those updates (together with comments from the project team) sometimes turned out to be the top political story in major Latvian internet news portals (for example, a story on 600 possible cases of hidden advertising). The quality of media information before the Election Day was one of the major pre-election topics - there were special programs and discussions organized about the media work (with Providus experts’ making voters aware of the corrupt political journalism problem). The journalist community itself was also well aware of the blog and some journalists even privately admitted of their fear to find one day their own articles/news reports being included there.  

In August, Providus sent a letter to National Broadcasting Council showing 30 cases of media coverage on radio and TV that were in violation of broadcaster’s statutory duty to be objective and fair in their reporting (the Council has no means of proving the bribe taking by media – but it can put fines on media for such coverage if it violates other rules, such as fairness in reporting). Providus was then invited to discuss these cases with the Council. The project team helped the Council to draft a letter to broadcasters outlining their obligations before elections and noting specific suspicious cases.  The Council decided not to fine the broadcasters as the rules governing the content of coverage were presumed to be too vague, but asked for Providus help to formulate clearer guidelines on application of media content standards (after elections).

Before and after elections Providus conducted anonymous interviews with media and advertising business representatives in order to understand the causes and mechanics of corrupt political journalism in Latvia. There were 2 articles published in October and November where the preliminary results of these interviews were made available. 

Providus also commissioned an extensive opinion survey in order to understand whether voters had noticed suspicious coverage in various media and whether such coverage had influenced their voting decisions. The results (http://politika.lv/index.php?f=1680) of the survey (as well as analysis of election results for some previously virtually unknown candidates who made a lot of suspicious appearances in media before Election Day) was included in the final report. 

As there was a noticeable lack of interest regarding media related subjects during the winter 2011, the project team started to look for a suitable timing to discuss the project implications with journalist community and wider audience.  The right moment came after the referenda on dismissal of parliament in summer, 2011. The quality of media work before elections was in the spotlight again. That’s why Providus:

1) Organized a discussion with journalist community of Latvia on the implications of 2010 elections (August 12, see the agenda http://www.providus.lv/public/27522.html). In all approximately 30 people were present during the discussion. The two main presentations and texts of the project team can now also be viewed online: Iveta Kažoka, on the main implications of opinion survey and whether the corrupt political journalism has influenced the election results (http://politika.lv/audio/19257/) and Anda Rožukalne on the main conclusions on corrupt political journalism  resulting from the anonymous interviews conducted in 2010  (http://politika.lv/audio/19261/)
2) Based on 2010 monitoring results, the project team  developed a 20 page guidelines on how to identify corrupt political journalism and sent it to the journalist community, editors of Latvian media, as well as made the document available to public (http://politika.lv/index.php?f=1681)

3) Engaged in discussion with National Broadcasting Council on their monitoring for 2011 extraordinary elections. This time National Broadcasting Council agreed to monitor whether there are violations of broadcaster’s statutory duty to be objective and fair in their reporting. The guidelines/letter to the broadcasters on what this statutory duty implies is still being drafted (Providus is helping to elaborate the text) and will be sent to mass media by August 19th, 2011.
Outcome and impact

The main outcomes and impact of the problem can be summarized as such:

1) News on preliminary Providus monitoring results appeared in news agencies and majority of the largest media outlets (except those that themselves had been the principal transgressors – such as First Baltic Chanel, LNT – which unfortunately were the media with very wide audience share). A post-election survey showed indicated that around 35% of Latvia’s population had noticed hidden political advertising in media coverage before elections.
2) National Broadcasting Council sanctioned several mass media for hidden political advertising (the litigation is still ongoing there). The National Broadcasting Council has also improved its monitoring capacities and agreed to monitor whether there are violations of broadcaster’s statutory duty to be objective and fair in their reporting for 2011 extraordinary elections. There will be guidelines to broadcasters prior to 2011 elections on what constitutes objective and fair election reporting.

3) In all more than 25 journalists have participated in discussion on hidden advertising – but almost all the journalists who covers political subjects are aware of the problem and Providus’ monitoring.  Prior to 2011 elections, hidden advertising is again a widely-discussed topic in Latvia’s media and Providus project team is often asked to comment on their 2010 monitoring experience (results, examples etc.) 
4) The deep causes of the hidden political advertising are now known thanks to the anonymous interviews conducted within the framework of the project:  this will help to organize advocacy campaigns after 2011 elections.
5) There are no clear indications yet whether the 2010 monitoring by itself led to decrease in the number of hidden advertising prior to elections. Some media representatives during the anonymous interviews reported being more apprehensive in their election coverage because of the monitoring. Providus will check the impact of the 2010 monitoring by partly repeating the monitoring in 2011 (starting with August 19th) – it will be possible to see if the amount of hidden advertising 3, 2, 1 weeks before the elections is different than in 2010. 

Sustainability

1) The project proved to be sustainable because the principal supervising agency – National Broadcasting Council – could be convinced to enlarge the scale of its pre-election monitoring for 2011 elections and to write an explanation to broadcasters on what the objectiveness and fairness in reporting entails;
2) The further sustainability would depend on to main factors:

a. Whether the journalistic community of Latvia could change the deep rooted problem of hidden advertising. A new journalist association was formed in spring, 2011, but at the moment it has just started to discuss the ethics problems. More discussions and an advocacy campaign for some changes in existing regulation will be needed after the experience of 2011 election campaign has been analysed.
b. The term of office for current National Broadcasting Council end in 2011. It is important that the next Council continues to work on the subjects of objectivity and fairness in election reporting – Providus will need to organize a discussion with the new Council whenever it is elected (most likely: December 2011/January 2012).
4.Budget – use of PTF funds (see attached)
