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Abstract
This article describes the historical development of media policy in Greenland, and the 
shifts in the underlying normative and causal ideas that legitimise media policy. I argue that 
media policy reflects changes in Greenland’s political system. Specifically, under colonial 
rule, Greenlandic media was state run and media was seen as an instrument to educate the 
population. Gradually, with the introduction of home rule, a paradigm shift took place, 
whereby media was seen as a vital instrument to strengthen Greenlandic language and 
identity. At the same time, normative ideas of media independence appeared which called 
for institutionalisation of the arm’s length principle. Due to the influence and institutional 
spill-over from Denmark, I argue, Greenlandic media policy fit rather well into the “Nordic 
media model” although media policy in Greenland is mostly formulated without long-term 
or broad political agreements.
Keywords: Greenland, media policy, policy paradigms, Nordic media welfare state, media 
history

Introduction
Nordic media systems are marked by active government regulation and are often placed 
in a category of their own in comparative studies (Brüggemann et al., 2014; Syvertsen et 
al., 2014); however, these studies include only the larger Nordic states. Only few studies 
have focused on the Greenlandic media system in general (in particular, Hussain, 2019) 
while Greenlandic media policy has been left largely unstudied. To fill this gap and to 
understand whether Greenlandic media policy can be categorised as Nordic, this article 
answers the following two-fold question: Which policy paradigms are embedded in the 
Greenlandic media policy and how do they change over time? To answer this question, 
I go back to when the first newspaper was published in Greenland in 1861. I then track 
Greenlandic media policy development and analyse how policy can be understood in 
light of the changes that have taken place in the political system of Greenland.

Greenlandic media policy is an interesting object of study in itself, as media policy 
regulates the interplay between political systems and media systems (Hallin & Man-
cini, 2004). Specifically, media policy moulds the public sphere in democratic socie-
ties (Napoli, 1999). Media policy can thus be a useful lens through which insights can 
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be gained into how the relations between state, society, and media in Greenland have 
developed and changed over time. Greenlandic media policy is also an interesting case 
for theory testing, specifically, exploring whether the media welfare state ideal can be 
extended to include Greenland, a Nordic micro-society and self-governing territory.

I begin by outlining the central analytical concepts: policy paradigms, the analytical 
framework, and data used. Then media policy development is analysed followed by a 
discussion of which policy paradigms can be found in media policy. Lastly, I discuss 
how Greenlandic media policy fits into the Nordic Welfare state model developed by 
Syvertsen and colleagues (2014).

Media policy paradigms
Media policy can be regarded as a subfield within information policy that relates to 
“those technologies, processes and content by which the public itself is mediated” 
(Braman, 2004: 153). In this article, I employ Des Freedman’s (2008: 14) definition of 
media policy: “Media policy refers to the development of goals and norms leading to 
the creation of instruments that are designed to shape the structure and behaviour of 
media systems”. Media policies are embedded in and radiate underlying, abstract policy 
paradigms that define the problems to be solved by these policies (Schmidt, 2008). 
Policy paradigms, in turn, 

[give] an overarching set of ideas that specify how the problems are to be per-
ceived, which goals might be attained through the policies and what sorts of 
techniques can be used to reach those goals. […] They structure the way in which 
policy-makers see the world and their role within. (Hall, 1992: 91– 92)

Policy paradigms contain normative and causal ideas that play an important role in 
explaining media policy and its guiding principles. To be persuasive, a logic must con-
tain both (Hall, 1993; Künzler, 2012; Schmidt, 2008). Normative ideas are perceptions 
of how the world should be (Schmidt 2008). These ideas serve to legitimise political 
action by appealing to the ideas and values of society to gain legitimacy. Causal ideas 
are conceptions about the mechanisms at play in the field and about which methods are 
needed to solve problems. Thereby, causal ideas justify political action by offering ef-
fective solutions to policy problems.

By examining the policy paradigms embedded in the Greenlandic media policy, I at-
tempt to uncover the logics and normative assumptions about the media and democracy 
represented in media policy and describe how the role of media and the relationship 
between the state, society, and media have changed over time.

Data and analytical framework
Media policy differs from other policy areas (Puppis, 2014) as “media not only dissemi-
nate the decisions of policymakers, but are also active in shaping public policy and the 
ideas and decisions of policymakers” (Ali & Puppis, 2018: 285). Hence, in this article I 
utilise a constructivist institutionalist approach, sensitive to relations of power, focusing 
on how policy is legitimised (Ali & Puppis, 2018). In this constructivist institutionalist 
approach, “documentary research is seen as a tool for analysing the value-laden as-
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sumptions behind policy-making” (Karppinen & Moe, 2012: 187), and the document 
analysis will therefore include a wide range of texts such as speeches, media coverage, 
and parliamentary debates (Karppinen & Moe, 2019). Data collection has been done 
primarily through archival research, with the following types of documents:1

• Greenlandic newspaper articles from 1861–2019 and to a limited extent, radio and 
television news;

• resumés of parliamentary debates of the National Council (1911–1979) and the 
Greenlandic Parliament (1979–present);

• minutes of parliamentary debates in the Danish Parliament (pre–1980, when the 
media sector was the responsibility of the Danish state) as well as official reports 
from the colonial government in Greenland;

• laws and whitepapers from the abovementioned institutions;
• speeches by governors and ministers;
• and media reports and official inquiries on the media.

Periodisation
Although many historic media policy analyses have been structured around technological 
development of media (e.g., Bar & Sandvig, 2008; Just & Puppis, 2012; van Cuilen-
burg & McQuail, 2003), this article takes another approach. While acknowledging the 
technological changes that impact policy, I structure the analysis around the changes in 
the political system in Greenland. Due to the historic dominant position of the govern-
ment and the correspondingly small market and private sector, the government (whether 
Danish administration or Home Rule Government) has always played a pivotal role in 
the Greenlandic media system (Ravn-Højgaard, 2019). For this reason, the analysis is 
divided into three periods based on specific changes in the political system: the colonial 
period (1861–1953), county period (1953–1979), and home rule period (1979–). 

Although colonisation of Greenland started before 1861, this year is chosen as a 
starting point for this analysis as it the year the first newspaper was published. Until 
1953, Greenland had colonial status and was governed first by the Danish administrators 
of Kongelig Grønlandsk Handel [Royal Greenlandic Trade], and later by local Danish 
administrators employed by the state agency Grønlands Styrelse [Greenland Agency]. 
Over time, Greenlandic influence on the administration grew; particularly so after the 
1911 establishment of two advisory councils (Rud, 2017). These councils were headed 
by the local Danish governor, and locally appointed Greenlanders had an advisory role 
regarding policy-making.

With the revision of the Danish constitution in 1953, Greenland became a county within 
the Kingdom of Denmark. The legislative power was therefore held by the Danish Parlia-
ment to which two representatives from Greenland were now elected. The executive power 
in Greenland was held by the Danish Government and was represented in Greenland by the 
local governor, who was a Danish civil servant. The governor headed the advisory council 
of locally elected Greenlanders, called Landsrådet [the National Council].

In 1979, home rule was introduced in Greenland. Responsibility was gradually trans-
ferred from Denmark to the newly established Greenlandic Home Rule Government 
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(Self-Government from 2009). Media regulation was among the first sectors the Home 
Rule Government chose to take over (in 1980).

Media policy in the colonial period, 1861–1953
Access to media in Greenland was sparse before World War II (see Taagholt, 2012). 
The first Greenlandic newspaper, Atuagagdliutit, was started by the administrator of 
South Greenland, H. J. Rink, in 1861 to preserve Greenlandic tales and oral culture 
(Langgård, 1998). According to Rud (2010), the purpose of the newspaper was also to 
spread certain desired norms among Greenlanders. The Danish administrator approved 
all manuscripts before printing (Fleischer, 1980). Until the 1920s, the newspaper was 
only distributed once a year along the coast due to lack of infrastructure. The National 
Council regarded the newspaper as an important instrument for providing people “ac-
cess to reading material” (National Council, 1930: item 14). The underlying normative 
idea was that newspapers were a means to enlighten and educate citizens, rather than a 
means to get access to news or engage in political debate. Atuagagdliutit was thus seen 
as a public good and was consequently distributed to households free of charge, funded 
entirely by the Danish state.

The political discussions on media policy were grounded in the normative argument 
that media’s enlightening or instructional effect should be strengthened. Rud (2017) 
argues that similar normative ideas were reflected in much colonial policy at the time. 
In media policy, this was seen when the National Council discussed whether a higher 
frequency of the paper would have a larger “educating effect” (National Council, 1930: 
item 14) and the normative idea of universal access legitimised full state funding and 
direct state involvement in the media. From 1927, civil servants of the Greenland Agency 
in Copenhagen started writing and telegraphing news summaries to Greenland, where 
they were translated and posted on the notice boards of trading stations and sent out to 
the settlements (Sørensen, 2007; Taagholt, 2012). Atuagagdliutit was micro-managed 
by the National Council; for example, the council decided the editorial line, the paper 
quality, and the number of pictures in the paper. This exemplifies how media policy was 
case-by-case based, with policy solutions addressing specific problems. According to 
van Cuilenburg and McQuail (2003), such micro-managing was a common characteristic 
of early media policy.

Media policy during the county period, 1953–1979
During World War II, all communication between Greenland and Denmark was cut off. 
In 1942, due to this lack of news and information from Denmark, the administrator of 
Greenland initiated the Danish-language newspaper, Grønlandsposten. In 1951, the 
National Council unanimously decided to merge Grønlandsposten and Atuagagdliutit 
into a dual-language newspaper, A/G. Reflecting the ideas prevalent in Danish poli-
cies on Greenland at the time (Heinrich, 2017), it was argued that “it would improve 
understanding between Greenlandic and Danish ways of thinking and the exchange of 
ideas among the peoples” (National Council 1951: item 18–19; see also A/G, 1952). 
Augo Lynge, a prominent member of the National Council, argued that the newspaper 
was vital for cultural and moral development of the Greenlandic population, and the 
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“lack of newspapers is one of the reasons why Greenland is underdeveloped” (National 
Council 1952: item 49). His statement reflects the normative idea whereby the media 
should educate people and the causal idea that providing access to media was the way 
to achieve this goal. A/G was still supported economically by the Danish authorities and 
micro-managed by the National Council (National Council 1952: item 49); independent 
media was not a goal of media policy at the time. The journalist Benthien (2018) recalls 
that as late as 1967, the governor of Greenland had to approve news stories before they 
were published.

Grønlands Radio (GR) was founded in 1958 in order to improve and institutionalise 
the radio transmission started by the editors of Grønlandsposten and Atuagagdliutit dur-
ing World War II. GR was a state institution under the Ministry of Greenland in Copen-
hagen, fully state-funded and mirroring the public Danish broadcaster Danmarks Radio 
(DR). The majority of GR’s programmes were re-transmissions from DR, provided free 
of charge. No licence fee was paid by the users, and to date, one has never been intro-
duced. The normative idea embedded in this policy was to enlighten the Greenlandic 
population, and the causal idea was that this could be achieved by providing access to 
information. In order to ensure access to the broadcasts, community houses were built all 
over Greenland, as radio receivers were not common (Taagholt, 2012). Likewise, the Na-
tional Council found it important to translate the news from Denmark into Greenlandic 
so it could reach a larger audience. The council expected that “well-educated idealistic 
Greenlanders would do the translations voluntarily” (National Council, 1952: item 49).

When it came to television, DR held a legal monopoly on terrestrial television trans-
mission in the entire Kingdom of Denmark, but DR did not air in Greenland. However, 
as the law did not restrict television transmission via cable, private entrepreneurs started 
broadcasting over closed cable networks (Radio Commission, 1970; TV Commission, 
1975). By 1974, private cable-TV associations had been established and were transmit-
ting television in 15 towns and settlements (TV Commission, 1975). In 1974, almost 
two-thirds of the households in Nuuk were members of the local association.

DR did not permit the television associations to use DR’s broadcasts. Instead, the 
associations relied on individuals in Denmark to illegally tape programmes at home and 
send the tapes to each association (e.g., Pécseli, 1980; Rygaard, 2004, 2016 for a history 
of the television associations). Although illegal, this practice became institutionalised. 
For example, the Nuuk television association’s weekly programme was printed in A/G. 
As the practice of broadcasting foreign production was illegal, it was not regulated, for 
instance, no requirements on subtitles or dubbing existed.

Eventually, policy-makers decided that illegal taping could not continue, and the 
Greenlandic TV Commission was formed by the Danish Parliament in 1971 to identify 
the most desirable way to introduce and organise television in Greenland. The commis-
sion published a whitepaper in 1975 suggesting that GR should be the central agency 
distributing tapes to the associations, where GR’s content would primarily be DR re-
broadcasts – now legalised and paid for by GR (TV commission, 1975). Most of the 
debate about television in Greenland during this period evolved around the economic and 
technical aspects and the legalisation of the usage of DR, leaving out political debates 
about social and cultural aspects of introducing television.

However, before a television infrastructure was rolled out, two things happened. First, 
the technological development of the radio chain in western Greenland made a model 
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of terrestrial synchronous television possible in many areas. Synchronous television 
meant that the towns connected via the radio chain would receive the same broad-
casts at the same time. Second, implementation coincided with the preparation of the 
Greenlandic home rule, where a new media policy paradigm appeared. This paradigm 
was in concordance with the general change in society, in which Greenlandic media 
was seen as an important tool for strengthening and vitalising Greenlandic language 
and culture  (e.g., A/G, 1976). As a consequence, a model of synchronous television 
was implemented where GR broadcasted terrestrial signal to the television associations.

With the introduction of home rule, the normative role of media in society changed. 
Media was previously regarded as a venue for intercultural understanding among 
Greenlanders and Danes in Greenland, and as a means for Greenlanders to learn Dan-
ish. The new paradigm in media policy emerged with the normative ideas of media as 
a vital venue for preserving Greenlandic identity and minimising foreign influence. For 
example, as formulated by the Greenlandic TV Commission (1975: 37): 

Transmission of Danish TV-programmes to Greenlandic screens without any 
kind of language editing would not be reconcilable with the general perception 
today, which focusses on preservation of the Greenlandic identity, strengthening 
of Greenlandic self-determination and reduction of Danish influence.

Media policy in the home rule period, 1979–
The new Home Rule Government took over responsibility for the media sector in 1980. 
Grønlands Radio was renamed Kalaallit Nunaata Radioa (KNR) and was owned and 
funded by the government. In 1982, KNR started broadcasting television. The local 
television associations had to pay a fee to KNR to receive the synchronous television 
signal (or shipped tapes), while KNR paid copyrights to DR. Over the years, this fee 
led to conflicts between the television associations and KNR and the government. When 
associations had difficulties paying the fee, KNR threatened to close the signal (A/G, 
1984a; Møller, 1986). Hence, in 1987, the Parliament of Greenland made KNR’s signal 
freely available for all, regardless of whether they were members of a television as-
sociation. The causal argument for this was that it would free up resources in the local 
television associations to produce more local content now that the associations did not 
have to pay the fee (Media Commission, 1984; A/G, 1984b). The television associations, 
on the other hand, believed that it took away their business, as membership of a televi-
sion association was no longer required to watch KNR. This meant that the television 
associations had to look for other sources of income, which resulted in them pressing 
for legalisation of bingo, satellite-TV, and commercials. The Parliament of Greenland 
legalised all three, initially for a three-year test period (Greenland Home Rule Govern-
ment, 1989). Jonathan Motzfeldt, premier and responsible for media, argued that these 
income-generating activities would increase the production of Greenlandic content in 
Greenlandic (A/G, 1988b). The underlying normative idea was the more television 
produced in Greenlandic, the better.

Over the years, these commercial activities led to friction between private media 
and KNR and the Home Rule Government. The private media saw the policy as a 
zero-sum game where commercials and bingo in KNR, or centralisation of satellite-TV 



42

Signe Ravn-Højgaard

distribution, would mean less revenue for private media (e.g., A/G, 1996; Brønden, 
1996; Lyberth, 1991). Although discussed in the parliament, KNR was never allowed 
to air bingo and satellite-TV; however, advertisement on television is allowed.2 With 
the technological development, competition in bingo grew and the television associa-
tions’ revenue dropped. Since KNR started broadcasting in 1982, most local television 
associations have closed down. Today, satellite distribution is the main business for the 
few still-existing associations. Very little local content is produced, although it is encour-
aged; for example, the public service contract requires KNR to buy a certain amount of 
locally produced content (Government of Greenland, 2019). 

Around the time of the introduction of home rule, media independence started to 
appear as a normative goal in media policy and was supported by a causal logic to 
institutionalise the arm’s length principle which, according to Moe and Mjøs (2013: 
78), “entails outsourcing of both the decisions and the contracting of a services, such 
as cultural activities” by the government. An example of this is when the home rule 
minister of cultural affairs’ chairmanship of KNR’s board raised concern among par-
liamentarians, who feared the government would have too much control over KNR 
(Greenland Home Rule Whitepaper, 1978; Parliament, 1979: item 18). It was thus 
decided that KNR should be governed by the Radio Agency, to which the different par-
ties in the parliament appointed the members. Yet, it is questionable whether increased 
independence was achieved, as the home rule minister of cultural affairs was also the 
chairman of the Radio Agency (until 1982), and the Radio Agency and its programme 
committee played an active role in the day-to-day business of KNR, for example, by 
approving broadcasting plans. In 1990, the parliament replaced the Radio Agency with 
a board, arguing that having a board would increase efficiency (Parliament, 1990). The 
debate about institutionalising a distance between KNR and the political system has 
reappeared frequently since.

Although institutionalising distance between the media and the political system is 
a goal of Greenlandic media policy, it is not always apparent in practice. For example, 
the Home Rule Ministry of Cultural Affairs was responsible for employment in KNR 
until 1989, which meant that KNR was affected by government employment freezes 
(A/G, 1988c). KNR is bound by public collective salary agreements and the government 
housing system, which, according to KNR, means that KNR is affected by government 
housing shortages (KNR, 2012) and non-competitive salaries (Schultz-Nielsen, 2017), 
making it difficult to attract new employees. Despite public service contracts being 
long discussed as a way to increase independence of KNR (Parliament, 1990), they 
were only introduced in 2004 after performance contracts had been introduced in other 
sectors. Even so, KNR has been without a public service contract several times – the 
latest January–November 2019.

Requests for more financial independence have also been discussed as a way to 
strengthen the editorial independence of KNR. Nevertheless, the funds for KNR are 
allocated every year as part of the annual political finance bill negotiations. In line with 
Benson and colleagues’ (2017) research on the autonomy of public broadcasters, this 
practice has been criticised for making KNR more susceptible to political interference 
(e.g., Media Commission, 2010), and examples exist of politicians threatening to cut 
funding to KNR because of their dissatisfaction with KNR’s coverage of specific issues 
(e.g., Mølgaard, 2013).
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The system of covering A/G’s deficits continued after the Home Rule Government 
took over responsibility for the media sector in 1980. No official laws or statutes regu-
lated this practice. Premier Thue Christiansen called the subsidies compensation for 
“informing the public about the work of the Greenlandic Parliament” (Parliament, 1981: 
319). A/G’s board was headed by a minister from the Home Rule Government, and A/G 
had, in periods, been placed under direct economic administration by the government 
because of financial difficulties (Sermitsiaq, 1981). 

The privately owned Nuuk-based newspaper Sermitsiaq did not receive financial 
support from the government. The paper had close ties to the government in other ways 
though, for example, the government provided offices in the government buildings 
(Danker, 2018).

In order to enhance A/G’s independence, the Media Commission of 1984 recom-
mended replacing the coverage of A/G’s deficit with indirect subsidies, namely postage 
and paper subsidies. Only postage subsidies were introduced, and direct subsidies to 
A/G were removed. Beginning in 1987, the board was no longer politically appointed, 
which was “the healthiest for a newspaper that should be critical of the public”, accord-
ing to the head of the board, Lars-Emil Johansen (A/G, 1988a), who continued in that 
position until 1991, while member of parliament and leader of the Siumut party. This 
is an example of how the arm’s length principle became increasingly institutionalised 
in media regulation, but not necessarily in practice. There are various accounts of close 
personal relations between journalists and politicians, and of politicians directly or in-
directly seeking to influence the editorial line or even threatening to cut funds if media 
were being too critical (A/G, 1990; Fleischer, 1986; Lauritzen, 1990).

In 1993, the parliament unanimously decided to establish an independent media 
foundation as a response to the economic difficulties of the press. This foundation was 
entrusted the government-owned print house (Sydtryk) and publishing house (Atuak-
kiorfik). The purpose was to provide support for the written press by using the founda-
tion’s yields to offer subsidised printing rates, loans, or subsidies to A/G and Sermitsiaq. 
The establishment of the media foundation rested on the normative idea that independ-
ence of the press from the political system was vital. The causal idea and common 
understanding in the parliament was that in a country with a small population and huge 
infrastructural challenges, support of the press was necessary (Parliament, 1993). In spite 
of this, the media foundation was short-lived and did not benefit the papers much, as it 
never generated the intended funds for the newspapers (Brønden, 1997).

In 2008–2009, without prior debate in the parliament, postage subsidies were abol-
ished (Egede, 2009; Greenland Home Rule Government, 2007; Media Commission, 
2010) (see Table 1 for an overview). Minister of Infrastructure Jens B. Frederiksen, 
argued that since the remote villages receive the newspapers too late, Internet-based 
news was preferable (Kleist, 2009).

The government also decided to move the majority of their job advertisements from 
the Greenlandic newspapers and websites to Denmark (Johannessen, 2011). In 2010, 
this led to cutbacks and the fusion of Sermitsiaq and A/G into one media outlet, Sermit-
siaq.AG (see Hussain, 2019; Media Commission, 2010). In response to the economic 
crisis that resulted from the reduction of advertisements and subsidies, the parliament 
decided to introduce interim support in 2010–2012 to Sermitsiaq.AG (Greenland Self-
Government, 2010). This was done via the finance bill, without any other legislation. 
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Without parliamentary discussion, this support was continued, now termed “permanent 
media support” in the finance bill (Greenland Self-Government, 2013). Regardless, only 
two years later, in 2014, support was not allocated to Sermitsiaq.AG, leading to a highly 
politicised controversy. The newspapers and opposition accused the premier of removing 
the funding as a punishment for the newspapers’ critical articles about her (Løvschall-
Wedel, 2014). In the following years, subsidies to print media changed several times 
until the first law regulating support to print was passed in 2016.

Greenlandic media policy has been characterised by sudden changes and lack of 
broad or long-term media agreements, which makes the support susceptible to sudden 
changes. The latest example of this susceptibility was in 2019, when the government 
proposed a revision to the Finance Bill including a 50 per cent cut in the media sub-
sidies as part of general cutbacks (Greenland Self-Government, 2019). With no prior 
debate in the parliament about the cuts, it appeared two days before the Finance Bill 
was passed.3

Table 1	 Timeline of subsidies to national print media, 1861–2019

1861–1980 A/G was supported by the Danish state; no rules or laws regulated this 
practice.

1980–1985 A/G supported by the Home Rule Government; no rules or laws
regulated this.

1986–2010 Direct support was replaced by reduced postage rates for print
media.

2010–2012 Interim support for the “transformation of the media”.

2013 The parliament calls the support in the finance bill permanent.

2014 Media support detained.

2015 First government statute on media support, providing project
support to print and web media (Greenland Self-Government, 2015).

2016 New government statute providing project support to print and web media 
along with operational support to print media (Greenland Self-Government, 
2016). Later, this scheme became codified in legislation (Parliament, 2016b).

2019 Last-minute change to the Finance Bill for 2020 halved media
support.

Media convergence and media policy
Although Internet consumption is growing in Greenland, it is still lower than in the 
neighbouring Nordic countries. In contrast, the consumption of radio and television 
is higher (Ravn-Højgaard et al., 2018). This means that changes – such as increasing 
media convergence that can be observed globally and changes the conditions for media 
regulation (van Cuilenburg & Slaa, 1993) – are not as pronounced in Greenland (Ravn-
Højgaard, 2019).

Whereas media policy in the neighbouring Nordic countries has become less national 
and media-specific due to media convergence (Gripsrud & Moe, 2010), this has not been 
the case in Greenland, where media policy is still developed through a sector-by-sector 
approach. For instance, the current media subsidies scheme (Parliament, 2016b) provides 
operational support to print media only.
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Hansen (2004: 172) argued that telecommunication and Internet policy in reality is 
decided by the monopoly company, Tele Greenland, “as Tele Greenland’s capacity, com-
petence, and knowledge by far surpasses that of the Home Rule Government [translated]”. 
Telecommunication policy is consequently not discussed as part of media policy, despite 
the fact that the pricing policies of the government-owned tele-company influence media 
consumption (see Ravn-Højgaard 2019). The law granting Tele Greenland monopoly on 
most telecommunication services and infrastructure provision in Greenland gives the 
government the power to set requirements on things such as functionality or the minimum 
level of service to be provided (Parliament, 2017). The government has not used this 
power, arguing that it should keep arm’s length from the stock-based corporation, result-
ing in very few political discussions on topics such as pricing or quality of the Internet.

Other policy areas are likewise not considered part of media policy, but influence 
the structural environment of the media due to the significance of the public sector in 
Greenland. For example, it could be argued that government advertisement policy is 
important for the media economy.

Paradigms in Greenlandic media policy
Based on the above analysis, I argue that the policy paradigms that have emerged in 
Greenlandic media policy have distinct ways of legitimising policy and reflect changes 
at the macro political level; namely, the transition from colonial rule to home rule.

During colonial rule (1861–1953), media was state run and there was no media 
policy as such. Rather, media regulation was case-by-case based, and ad hoc measures 
were enforced when needed. This often manifested in micro-management of the media. 
Measures were grounded in normative ideas whereby access to media should educate 
people. This was supported by a causal logic whereby this educational effect could be 
achieved by ensuring access to media, for example, by providing newspapers freely 
through state funding.

In the county period (1953–1979), the media was still regarded as an instrument for 
education and venue for mutual understanding among Greenlanders and Danes. Although 
the state played a prominent role in the media landscape, private media emerged in the 
1970s with the television associations and the Nuuk-based newspaper Sermitsiaq. This 
introduced commercial logic to media policy as well as normative ideas such as freedom 
of press, supported by causal ideas whereby media independence could be achieved by 
institutionalising distance between the media and the political system. This argument 
legitimised increasing the autonomy of the government-owned newspaper A/G.

The practice of supporting print media economically also became increasingly in-
stitutionalised. In the colonial period, A/G was owned and financed by the state, while 
during the county period, the government covered A/G’s deficits. In the home rule pe-
riod, this direct support was replaced by different forms of indirect support in order to 
increase distance between media and the political system. Later, print media was again 
supported directly with a fixed amount allocated in the finance bill. Only in 2015 did 
support for print media become codified by way of a statute that gave explicit criteria 
for support (Greenland Self-Government, 2015).In concordance with the development 
in Greenlandic society in general at the time leading up to home rule (1979–present), an-
other paradigm emerged. In this new paradigm, media became regarded as a vital venue 
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for preserving Greenlandic identity and minimising Danish influence. For example, in 
1975, politician and later Premier Lars-Emil Johansen believed that the media should be 
solely in Greenlandic, and thereby “focused on Greenlandic needs and understandings” 
(Johansen, 1975: 18). Paradoxically, the underlying causal idea then was that in order to 
build the capacity to provide Greenlandic content in the long run, filling up the major-
ity of the airtime with unedited and un-dubbed re-broadcasts from DR was a necessity 
(Parliament, 1983). Since the establishment of KNR, the aim has been to achieve 80 per 
cent of the programming in Greenlandic and 20 per cent in Danish (TV Commission, 
1975). The parliamentarians, however, did not believe that the goal was achievable in 
the first years of Greenlandic television.

Whereas radio eventually reached the goal of 80 per cent of programming in Green-
landic, this was not the case with television. In 1989, only 5 per cent of television 
programming was broadcast in Greenlandic (KNR, 1990). The goal was only met when 
digitalisation of distribution enabled the transmission of several television channels. As 
it became technically possible, the government decided to transmit several DR channels 
along with KNR in 2012. This changed the composition of KNR’s content, which now 
focused exclusively on Greenlandic content. This meant that DR re-broadcasts were 
excluded and total broadcasting hours reduced, which resulted in 89 per cent of KNR’s 
content being in Greenlandic in 2018 (KNR, 2019).

Strengthening Greenlandic language by regulating or supporting Greenlandic lan-
guage use in the media has been frequently discussed in the parliament and by the public 
(Kleemann-Andersen, 2020). For instance, a government-initiated Greenlandic-language 
paper was proposed in 1993 (Parliament, 1993), although it never materialised. Require-
ments for the media to use Greenlandic only have also been proposed (e.g., Parliament, 
2016a), and lately, Vivian Motzfeldt, president of the parliament, suggested language 
requirements for online media (Rasmussen, 2020). These propositions were – especially 
by the private media – labelled government interference hampering media independ-
ence. Consequently, the implemented media regulation has often tried to balance the 
sometimes-conflicting normative goals in media policy: media independence and me-
dia as a means of strengthening Greenlandic language and culture. Today, the public 
broadcasting service contracts specify how many hours of television in Greenlandic 
(and Danish) KNR should produce, and, to receive subsidies, print media should be at 
least in Greenlandic (Parliament, 2016b).

A Nordic media policy?
Syvertsen and colleagues (2014) argue that media policy in the Nordic countries share 
four characteristics: 1) media is seen as a public good, 2) freedom from editorial interfer-
ence is a policy goal, 3) media policy is conceived as central to cultural policy, and 4) 
media policy is developed through cooperative and consensual processes, which makes 
policy stable and durable. I argue here that the Greenlandic media system can, to a large 
extent, be said to fit into what Syvertsen and colleagues have labelled the media welfare 
state, except when it comes to stable and durable media policy.

Historically, in Scandinavia, the “public good” idea has been the argument for mo-
nopolising scarce resources and providing universal access (Syvertsen et al., 2014). 
In Greenland – which has few actors and little competition in the media market – the 
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argument for monopolisation has only been to provide universal access in areas where 
access would be economically unfeasible.

The normative idea of distancing media from the political system has become more 
prominent over time in Greenlandic media policy. Hussain (2019: 118) found that “KNR 
historically has been seen as a channel for information, but a professionalisation and 
distance to the political system has taken place”. This can be seen in the increasing in-
stitutionalisation of the arm’s length principle in legislation. Thus, a normative idea of 
media independence has become more apparent in media policy in Greenland, although 
it is not always reflected in actual practices or regulation. 

In line with what Syvertsen and colleagues (2014) stipulate, media policy in Green-
land is a central part of cultural policy. It aims to secure diversity and quality media 
through subsidies and regulations in order “to modify the influence of market forces, 
thus countering the strong influx of standardised and global mass culture in the 20th 
century” (Syvertsen et al., 2014: 18). Recent Greenlandic media policy seeks to achieve 
sociopolitical goals characteristic of small media systems, such as language preservation 
(Puppis, 2009). Private media are not merely perceived as commercial companies, but 
also as a way to achieve sociopolitical policy goals, such as media diversity. Economic 
support for the private media should advance these goals.

Whereas the media welfare state, according to Syvertsen and colleagues (2014), has 
a preference for policy solutions that are durable and stable and involve consultation 
between all main stakeholders, this is rarely the case in Greenland. During the colonial 
period, media policy, like all other policy areas, was formulated largely by the techno-
cratic colonial administration. Early media policy was based on ad hoc decisions, and 
there was no specific policy as such. With a change of regime, politicians and private 
media appeared and policy processes became increasingly more consensual. Even so, 
practices preceded policy. For instance, the private television associations had estab-
lished distribution infrastructure before any regulation was in place. This meant that 
there was no language policy for television programming and that private associations 
came to own the distribution network for public service content. Although the Green-
landic media sector has become increasingly institutionalised and regulated during the 
home rule period, media policy is still formulated without long-term or broad political 
agreements. Constitutive political debates – or visions for media policy – have been few, 
and often focused on economy and technical aspects, and none of the political parties 
in parliament have formulated policies on media (as assessed in January 2020). Like 
many other countries (Just & Puppis, 2012), media policy is considered low politics in 
Greenland, which means that media regulation in Greenland is often put in place sud-
denly to address a pressing problem on a case-by-case basis, without broad or long-term 
political media agreements. As a consequence, the instruments for regulating media 
have often been changed suddenly. The small scale of the political system in Greenland 
is an important factor in explaining the ad hoc approach to policy-making, as the small 
size makes it difficult to obtain a critical mass of politicians and civil servants to have 
substantial competence in a specific policy area. This can increase the danger of par-
ticularistic policy-making (Randma-Liiv, 2020).

Except when it comes to durable and consensual policy, I argue that Greenlandic 
media policy fits rather well into the Nordic media welfare state model. This can be 
largely explained by the fact that media policy in Greenland shares many similarities 
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with Danish media policy, as many laws and directives are copies of Danish law, for 
example, the 2007 media liability act (Parliament, 2007). Further, the media sector was 
governed by the Danish government until 1980, and many civil servants, journalists, 
and professional norms have been imported from Denmark (Hussain, 2019).

Conclusion
In this article, I have argued that media policy paradigms in Greenland reflect the 
transformation of society and the political system, as the regime changed from a colony 
(1861–1953), to a county of Denmark (1953–1979), to a home rule region (1979–).

During the colonial period, media was owned and managed by the state. Normative 
ideas of media as a means to educate the population were embedded in media policy. 
These were supported by causal logics whereby the intended education could be achieved 
by ensuring access to media.

During the county period, this paradigm was gradually replaced by a new paradigm 
evolving around two normative ideas: media independence and media as a way to 
strengthen Greenlandic language and culture. The latter idea was supported by causal 
logics of language quotas and “necessary evils”; foreign-language television, satellite-
TV, and advertisements were seen as necessities for funding Greenlandic content. 
Media independence was supported by the causal logic of the arm’s length principle, 
for instance, by establishing an independent board of KNR so the governance of the 
Greenlandic public broadcasting service would become more independent of the politi-
cal system.

In sum, modern Greenlandic media policy has come to share a lot of characteristics 
with Syvertsen and colleagues’ (2014) media welfare state ideal. This can largely be 
explained by a substantial spill-over from Denmark. However, the small size of the 
Greenlandic media market makes it a less ideal fit to the ideal type. For example, prac-
tices have often emerged before regulation, as media policy in Greenland has been case-
by-case based without the broad or long-term media agreements that are seen in other 
Nordic countries. Instead, media policy, considered low politics, is often addressed on 
an ad hoc basis to respond to a pressing problem. This makes policy volatile, as it can 
change quickly and create insecurity in the media market, not least since the government 
plays a large role in the Greenlandic media market.

Notes
	 1. All quotes originally in Greenlandic or Danish have been translated into English by the author.
	 2.	 In 2019, 4 per cent of KNRs revenue came from advertisement (KNR, 2020).
	 3.	 The municipalities have supported local media through different schemes. Historically, this has been done 

in return for influence in the media (Pesceli, 1980: 14). The government subsidied the local television 
and radio stations with DKK 1.9 million in 2018 (see Hussain in Ravn-Højgaard et al., 2018, for an 
overview).
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