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Introduction

T he Ratiu Forum – a partnership between LSE IDEAS (London School of Economics) 
and the Ratiu Foundation – hosted the 2026 Journalism Masterclass on 20-22 

March at the Ratiu Democracy Centre in Turda, Romania, supported by the British 
Embassy Bucharest and Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung Romania. 

The event, coordinated by John Lloyd, Contributing Editor at the Financial Times 
and Co-founder of the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (University of 
Oxford), focused on “Journalism in a Time of Turbulence.”

The Journalism Masterclass is one of the key-programmes of the Ratiu Forum. It aims 
to address the challenges and opportunities of investigative journalism in Romania 
and the CEE region and to support journalists in strengthening practical skills.

The Masterclass was primarily aimed at Romanian journalists, with applications also 
open to media professionals from Moldova, Ukraine, and the wider region. Selected 
applicants needed to meet several criteria:

• Proven experience in investigating systemic issues, corruption, or matters of public 
interest

• Ambition to grow and improve as an investigative journalist

• Commitment to fully engage in the Masterclass and benefi t from the knowledge 
and expertise shared

The panel of speakers featured a distinguished mix of Romanian and international 
journalists, alongside regional experts. The group of 24 participants from Romania 
and the Republic of Moldova consisted of early-career journalists in their second 
and third years, as well as students pursuing journalism studies.

The Romanian and international guest speakers and participants explored some 
of the most pressing questions faced by journalism and democracy today  during 
interactive sessions that covered topics like the current threats to independent 
media, the spread of disinformation and its impact on democracy, the role of social 
networks in undermining democratic discourse, and the impact of the Trump 
presidency on global journalism.

Sponsors for the event:
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John Lloyd co-founded The Reuters Institute for the Study of 
Journalism at the University of Oxford in 2006, where he was 
Director of Journalism and a Senior Research Fellow. 
Mr. Lloyd is a Contributing editor at The Financial Times, and 
Chairman of the School of Civic Education (Russia). He was a 
freelance reporter in Belfast in the early 1970s. Mr. Lloyd was 
a reporter on LBC Radio, worked at London Weekend TV as a 

reporter on the London Programme and producer on Weekend World. At the 
Financial Times he has been Labour Editor, Labour and Industrial Editor, East Europe 
Editor, Moscow Bureau Chief; and founding editor of the FT Weekend Magazine. He 
has edited both Time Out and the New Statesman. Mr. Lloyd graduated from the 
University of Edinburgh with a Master’s Degree in English Literature.

Pavol Szalai is driven by a sense of public interest, strives for 
impact, and believes in democratic debate. At the global press 
freedom watchdog, Reporters Without Borders (RSF), he covers 
the eastern part of the European Union and the Balkans. 
Based in Prague, he manages a network of correspondents across 
Europe, with whom he defends trustworthy journalism against 
authoritarianism and propaganda. Guided by innovation and a 

strategic approach, he contributes to RSF’s public communications and institutional 
advocacy. On a daily basis, he works to help threatened journalists, to improve 
media sustainability and hence to protect citizens’ right to trustworthy information. 
Together with the RSF local and international partners, Pavol has made a difference: 
bolstering the safety of French reporters covering protests, saving a journalist from 
judicial harassment in Poland, sounding the alarm about Russian propaganda in 
Serbia, putting press freedom in Greece on the Brussels agenda, and pushing the 
EU to adopt a strong European Media Freedom Act.
Inspired by Slovakia’s fight for freedom, Pavol has always aimed to put his academic 
training from Bratislava, Brno, New York and Paris at the service of democracy in 
Europe—whether as an analyst, journalist, civil servant or press freedom campaigner. 
His commitment to the public good was recognised and further strengthened by 
the “White Crow” Prize, which he was awarded in 2017 together with his former 
colleague Zuzana Hlávková for whistleblowing on rigged public tenders in Slovakia.

Anna Engelke serves as Deputy Head of the ARD Capital Studio in 
Berlin and is one of the hosts of the political TV magazine „Bericht 
aus Berlin“. She is an experienced journalist who reported for many 
years as an NDR correspondent in Bonn, Berlin, and Washington, 
D.C., with a strong focus on security and defense policy. From 
March 2017 to March 2022, she served as spokesperson for 
German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier. Since late 2022, she 

has been co host of “Streitkräfte und Strategien”, one of ARD’s (public German 
broadcaster) most listened to podcasts. 

SPEAKERS
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Dr. Stefan Hofmann is Head of the Romania Office, Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation. Dr. Stefan Hofmann was born in 1965 in 
Ludwigshafen am Rhein, an industrial city in the south of Germany. 
He studied political science and sociology in Heidelberg and 
Hamburg, complementing his academic training with research 
stays at the University of Salamanca in Spain. In 1998, he earned 
his doctorate from the University of Hamburg. He subsequently 

completed a traineeship at the Westfälischer Anzeiger newspaper in Hamm and 
went on to work as an editor for several newspapers in both Germany and Spain. In 
mid2002, Hofmann joined the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS). One year later, 
he was posted to the foundation’s office in Mexico City, and later became the KAS 
regional representative for Guatemala. Since December 2006, the father of two has 
headed the Oldenburg civic education unit of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation. 
From January 2011 to June 2025, he served as the KAS regional representative 
for Baden-Württemberg and directed the Baden-Württemberg Political Education 
Forum in Stuttgart. Following preparations for a new international assignment, Dr. 
Hofmann has served as Head of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation’s Romania Office, 
based in Bucharest, since October 2025.

Mihai Marc is a public relations and media communication 
professional based in Bucharest. With a background in 
communication and media studies in both Romania and Germany, 
he has worked across public, diplomatic, and civic sectors – 
including the Romanian public television, the German Embassy, 
and the Austrian Economic Chamber – always at the intersection 
of media outreach, public messaging, and international affairs. 

He currently coordinates civic and political cooperation projects for the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation in Romania. He focuses on public communication trainings, 
political analysis, and supporting media freedom initiatives.

Paul Bell CVO is a political consultant and writer. He began his 
career as a journalist during the apartheid era in South Africa, 
working on leading dailies, including the Rand Daily Mail, Business 
Day, and The Johannesburg Star. He covered the country’s 
constitutional negotiations as it made its transition to majority rule, 
then moved to a monthly political journal, interviewing leading 
politicians as the country navigated the early years of its transition, 

and winning two national awards for his writing. In 1994 he took a sabbatical to serve 
as information director for the national election commission which oversaw the 
country’s first democratic elections. In 2000, he joined a communications company 
in London. This led to an eight-year engagement in Iraq during the American 
occupation, in which he built and led an information and psychological operations 
unit in the theatre, the largest single operation of its kind in a theatre of war since 
World War Two. After leading this operation, and his company as its chief executive, 
he returned to the field, working on a succession of projects focused on counter-
radicalisation, and human and democratic development elsewhere in the Middle 
East, North Africa, Nigeria, and Kenya. In 2018 he became principal foreign advisor 
in the establishment of a new opposition party in Georgia. He stayed on in Tbilisi, 
working with civil society groups on a range of pro-democracy programmes and 
observing the authoritarian overthrow of Georgia’s European aspirations. 
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In 2022, shortly before the outbreak of war in Ukraine, he was sent to Kyiv to manage 
a campaign in support of recruitment to the national territorial reserve. In 2023 he 
was appointed a Commander of the Royal Victorian Order for services to charity. 
In 2024 he returned to London where he continues to write for the NATO Defence 
Strategic Communications Journal, has finished a political novel set in Georgia, and 
is working on two major projects in Africa.

Pilita Clark is an associate editor and business columnist at the 
Financial Times where she writes on corporate life and climate 
change. Formerly the FT’s environment correspondent, her writing 
has won awards in the US and Asia and in 2019 she was named 
Environment Journalist of the Year for the third year in a row at the 
British Press Awards. Before joining the FT, she was a Washington 
correspondent for Australian newspapers and a Nieman Fellow at 

Harvard University.

John M. Florescu has had a distinguished career as media 
entrepreneur, television producer and businessman with broad 
experience in the United States and Europe. In a career spanning 
over 30 years, Mr. Florescu has served as Executive Producer on 
more than 180 television specials, documentaries and interviews 
the latter of which included six past U.S. Presidents and several 
foreign heads of state including Mikhail Gorbachev, Margaret 

Thatcher, Nelson Mandela and Benjamin Netanyahu. Mr. Florescu’s notable 
Romanian productions include The King Who Tricked Hitler,” (2016) about King 
Michael of Romania and “Queen Marie: Heart of Romania” (2018). Recipient of a 
number of awards, Mr. Florescu’s recent films have run worldwide on the HISTORY 
channel and Amazon Prime. Mr. Florescu has contributed editorials about Eastern 
Europe for The Boston Globe, The Washington Post and the San Francisco Chronicle. 
He has participated in academic symposiums on the topic of Romania; has advised on 
Romanian studies for the Council on Foreign Relations and served as a US delegate 
with National Democratic Institute (NDI) during the first Romanian democratic 
elections in 1991. Mr. Florescu graduated from Boston College with a Bachelor’s 
(Magna Cum Laude, 1976) degree in History.

Liana Ganea, from ActiveWatch, Romania, is a freedom of 
speech activist, currently serving as the President of ActiveWatch. 
She has 25 years of experience in media freedom campaigning, 
legislative advocacy, training. Liana is co-author and editor of a 
large number of analyses, guides and research reports on media 
freedom related issues. Liana holds a BA in Journalism, an MA in 
Communication Sciences (both from the University of Bucharest) 

and an MA in Human Rights (from the University College London).

Donald Macintyre worked for the UK Independent for more than 
25 years and was successively the paper’s Editor, Chief Political 
Commentator, and Jerusalem Bureau Chief before freelancing. His 
books include Mandelson and the Making of New Labour (2000) 
and Gaza: Preparing for Dawn (2018), now updated as an e-book 
with the title Gaza: Past, Present and Future (2025).  
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Oana Marinescu is a Senior Consultant in Strategic Communication 
& Public Affairs in Romania. With 27 years of complex hands-
on experience, she has pursued a special interest in strategic, 
institutional, and public policy communication as tools for democratic 
consolidation and resilience. In her public positions (Government 
Spokesperson; General Director for Public Diplomacy with the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs), as well as a consultant after July 2010, she 

has put her skills in communication strategy and training in the service of consolidating 
rule of law, developing a democratic public space, promoting European values and 
human rights. She also has extensive experience in complex business projects (energy, 
agriculture, retail, finance, etc.) and cultural projects, including Romania’s largest cultural 
event, the George Enescu International Festival and Competition.

Răzvan Martin, from ActiveWatch, Romania, is a freedom of 
speech activist. He joined ActiveWatch in 2002, focusing on issues 
related to press freedom, protection of journalists, public media, 
media accountability, access to information, hate speech and 
antidiscrimination. He directly assisted dozens of journalists, led 
impactful campaigns on media freedom, and co-authored relevant 
media research reports.

Alison Mutler is a British journalist who has been working in 
Romania for almost 35 years. She is the current Director of the 
Romanian – English website, universul.net where she has worked 
for the last five years. During the 1989 anti-communist revolution, 
Ms. Mutler reported from Romania, Bulgaria, and Moldova for the 
British television station ITV. She moved to Romania in 1991 and 
joined the Associated Press as Bureau Chief where she worked 

for 25 years. Ms. Mutler is the   past president of the now defunct Foreign Press 
Association. Ms. Mutler occasionally freelances for Coda Story and Radio Free 
Europe among others. Ms. Mutler graduated from the University of London with a 
Bachelor’s degree with a focus on Romanian language and literature.

Dan Perry is a veteran global media executive and communications 
professional with regular columns in Newsweek, the Forward, 
MediaIte, and the Jerusalem Post and publishes Ask Questions 
Later on Substack. Mr. Perry served as the Associated Press’s 
Middle East Editor, based in Cairo during the Arab Spring and 
resultant regional upheaval who, together with his colleagues, 
won numerous prizes for investigative and visual work including 

the 2019 Pulitzer Prize for an investigative all-format series on Yemen. Previously, he 
was AP’s regional chief in Europe-Africa and the Caribbean. He led AP’s move to digital 
distribution, content creation, social media and user experience. He supervised the 
Global Headline service and the Arabic, German, French and Puerto Rican Spanish 
language services. From 2001-2004, Mr. Perry served as the chairman of the Foreign 
Press Association in Jerusalem, driving the industry’s efforts to ensure freedom of 
access with both the Israeli and Palestinian authorities during the Second Intifada. 
Mr. Perry has repeatedly served as a delegate at the World Economic Forum in Davos 
and other global leadership conferences, hosting panels with political and business 
leaders. His array of interview subjects range from Tony Blair, Mikhail Gorbachev 
and Benjamin Netanyahu to U2 front man Bono. 
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Author of two books on Israel, his background includes computer science and 
artificial intelligence studies at the University of Pennsylvania. He graduated from 
Columbia University with a Master’s of Science Degree.

Andrei Popoviciu is a freelance investigative reporter and 
international correspondent covering human rights, conflict and 
foreign affairs stories across Europe, Africa and the Middle East. 
His work has been published in The Guardian, Al Jazeera English, 
The Associated Press, The Washington Post, Foreign Policy, The 
New Humanitarian, Politico, Le Monde, The Observer, Der Spiegel 
and In These Times, among others. He has won or been nominated 

for multiple international journalism awards, including the European Press Prize, 
the Jan Kuciak Award, the Livingston Award, the Daphne Caruana Galizia Award, the 
IJ4EU Impact Award, the Fetisov Award, the Rory Peck Award and the One World 
Media Award, among others. He was on the Forbes Europe 30 under 30 list in 2023 
and part of the European Young Leader (EYL40) class of 2025.

Sandra Pralong holds a PhD in Political Science, awarded with 
distinction in Paris in 2008, and has completed three master’s 
degrees: in Marketing at HEC Lausanne, Switzerland (1981), in 
International Relations and Diplomacy at The Fletcher School of 
Law and Diplomacy, Tufts University, Boston (1985), and in Political 
Philosophy at Columbia University, New York (1997). She returned 
to Romania in 1990 from New York, where she had served as 

Director of Promotion (B2B communications) for Newsweek. In Bucharest, she 
founded the Open Society Foundation, leading it in the early 1990s, later serving as 
Adviser to President Emil Constantinescu (1998–2000) and as a senior United Nations 
official (2002–2006). In 2008, the European Commission appointed her Goodwill 
Ambassador for the European Year of Intercultural Dialogue. An active figure in 
civil society, Sandra Pralong is an author, lecturer, consultant, trainer, and coach, 
and the founder of the SynergEtica Foundation, through which she has, since 2007, 
encouraged young Romanians to embrace ethics as a foundation for sustainable 
prosperity. She is well known in the diaspora for works such as De ce m-am întors în 
România (2010) and Mai români decât românii? (2013), both advocating a rediscovery 
of national identity and pride. Her engagement with the diaspora dates back to 
her youth, notably as a signatory of the 1975 “Holloway Memorandum” calling for 
human rights in Romania. A widely published author of books, essays and academic 
articles, she has received international awards in communication, advertising and 
poetry, has been listed in Who’s Who in the World and Who’s Who of American 
Women, and has been decorated by the Romanian state, the Romanian Royal House 
and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. She was appointed State Counsellor on 
27 August 2015.

Alina Radu is an investigative journalist, co-owner and manager 
of Ziarul de Gardă (ZdG), the largest investigative reporting outlet 
in Moldova. In 2025 ZdG received the European Press Prize for the 
best investigative story, after publishing high-profile investigations 
into Russia’s illegal financing of digital and offline armies to hijack the 
elections. Alina Radu has extensive experience in independent media 
management, journalism freedom, investigative reporting impact. 

She also works on topics related to digital attacks, disinformation, FIMI and human rights.
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Alec Russell is the Foreign Editor of the Financial Times, 
responsible for overseeing its international coverage and network 
of foreign correspondents. He began his career as a freelance 
correspondent in January 1990 in Romania where he was based 
for three years while covering the region. After postings as a 
correspondent in sub-Saharan Africa and Washington DC, he 
has spent the last 15 years editing in London, as the FT’s Opinion 

Editor, News Editor and FTWeekend Editor. In his current role he travels extensively 
overseeing and writing coverage of the impact of Donald Trump’s presidency. He 
has written three books.

Robert C. Schwartz is the President Director General of 
the Romanian public broadcasting corporation, Societatea 
Română de Radiodifuziune, to which he was appointed in 
November 2025. He has worked for Deutsche Welle, Germany’s 
international broadcaster, since 1992 and headed its Romanian 
editorial department from 2000 to 2020. Born in 1956 in Sibiu 
(Hermannstadt), Romania, he studied German language and 

literature at the University of Bucharest. He began his career as a teacher at the 
German Highschool in Bucharest and later became its headmaster after the fall of 
Nicolae Ceaușescu. In 1990 he represented the German minority in Romania’s first 
provisional parliament during the democratic transition. He has lived in Germany 
since 1991. Schwartz is a member of the Southeast Europe Society (Munich) and 
serves on the board of the German-Romanian Forum (Berlin). From 2023 to 2025 
he was President of the German-Romanian Society in Berlin. In 2012 he received 
the Order of Cultural Merit (Commander), awarded by the Romanian president in 
recognition of his contribution to Romanian – German relations.

Rebecca Shah joined the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development 
Office in 2010 and was appointed Deputy Head of Mission at the 
British Embassy Romania in July 2023. Dr. Shah previously served 
as Political Counsellor in the Philippines, where she led teams 
covering foreign and multilateral policy, prosperity, science, 
environment, communications and public diplomacy. She has also 
served as First Secretary Political in Cyprus, where she worked 

closely in the UN peace process with the Turkish Cypriot community and the UK 
Sovereign Base Areas. Other roles include covering the Western Balkans, especially 
post-conflict issues. Dr. Shah has a passion for diversity and inclusion which she 
brings to every role. Before joining the FCDO, Dr. Shah worked in academia – 
lecturing, researching and publishing in ethics, development and human rights. 
She started her working life in psychology, providing psychological assessment 
and support to children with complex needs. Dr. Shah holds a PhD in global health 
inequality: justice and public health ethics. As Deputy Head of Mission, Dr. Shah is an 
important advisor to the Ambassador and is responsible for the daily management 
of the Embassy. As Chargé d’Affaires, Dr. Shah represents the UK’s interests in the 
absence of the Ambassador.
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Codruța Simina is 43 years old and an investigative journalist 
specialising in detecting online disinformation campaigns. She is 
the co-author of the Misreport newsletter, a weekly summary of 
falsehoods and disinformation tactics. She has previously worked 
in the newsrooms of PressOne and RISE Project, collaborates 
periodically with Scena9, and founded Public Record, an 
investigative journalism initiative, together with other journalists. 

She has been working as a journalist for 20 years and dreams of a sabbatical year to 
write a novel. Or two.

Markus Teglas serves since July 2025 as Deputy Head of Mission 
at the German Embassy in Bucharest. Prior to that, he was 
Minister Counselor at the German Embassy in Washington, DC. 
From 2013 to 2021, he worked as Chief of Staff for the Minister of 
State for Europe in the Federal Foreign Office in Berlin. He joined 
the Federal Foreign Service in 2013. From 2008 to 2013 he worked 
as Chief of Staff in the German Bundestag. Markus Teglas holds a 

M.A. degree in European Studies (M.E.S.) from the Viadrina-University in Frankfurt/
Oder and a M.A. degree in Philosophy from the Free University Berlin. He has also 
worked as editor in various German publishing houses.
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Opening Remarks

The opening remarks of the Journalism Masterclass 2026 presented the event as 
both a tribute to its founding values and a discussion about the future of journalism. 
John Lloyd introduced the session by outlining the background of the event and 
the people involved, while the speakers highlighted the growing importance of 
independent journalism in today’s uncertain world. Speaking on behalf of the 
Romanian Presidency, Tudor Musa explained that issues such as disinformation, 
foreign interference, and falling public trust made strong journalism more necessary 
than ever. He described journalism as a vital part of democracy and stressed that 
training and mentorship helped journalists turn important values into practical skills.

The following speakers focused on how global instability affected journalism. 
Rebecca Shah pointed out that journalism had become more dangerous, with 
journalists facing both physical and digital threats, and argued that it played a 
key role in protecting democracy. Sandra Pralong added that the challenge was 
no longer only to find the truth, but also to convince people that it was real and 
trustworthy in a confusing information environment. 

The general agreement of the speakers was that journalism remained essential, 
not only for informing the public, but also for maintaining trust, accountability, and 
stability in society.

Defenceless or not? Safeguarding Democracy in the Age of Social 
Networks

The panel discussion explored how social media has been reshaping journalism 
and democratic systems. Mihai Marc introduced the discussion by framing the 
central question of whether democracies can defend themselves in the digital age. 
Stefan Hofmann argued that social networks should not be treated as traditional 
media, as they lack the rules and safeguards that govern the press. Drawing on the 
German system, he explained how democratic media relies on principles such as 
pluralism, accountability, and professional standards, all of which are much weaker 
online. On social media, content is controlled by algorithms rather than editors, and 
anonymous users can spread misleading or harmful information easily. As a result, 
dramatic or emotional posts tend to spread faster than accurate reporting, making 
it harder for reliable information to stand out.

Anna Engelke and Rupert Schwartz focused on the role of public service media in 
this changing environment. Engelke described how Germany’s public broadcasting 
system was created after the Second World War to ensure independence and 
prevent political control, and she noted that it has remained relatively trusted 
despite growing disinformation and political pressure. Schwartz, speaking about 
Romania, explained that public radio still benefits from a reputation for credibility, 
but warned that this trust must be constantly maintained through accurate reporting 
and stronger investigative journalism. 
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In a society in which democratic stability is increasingly contingent upon a level 
of media literacy, particularly amid the growing influence of social networks, the 
cultivation of critical thinking skills becomes indispensable. Expanding on these 
dynamics, Oana Marinescu examined the role of media in amplifying movements 
such as MAGA and the dissemination of Russian propaganda, highlighting the power 
of media channels in shaping public discourse. 

The speakers concluded that while social media has expanded access to information, 
it has also increased the spread of misinformation and weakened public trust, 
making responsible and ethical journalism more important than ever. 

Journalism and Politics in the Democracies

The session examined the complex and often uneasy relationship between journalism 
and political power. Drawing on historical and professional experience, John Lloyd 
and Dan Perry argued that journalism has long functioned as a “Fourth Estate”, 
observing and scrutinising those in power to enable democratic accountability. 
Perry emphasised the Anglo-American tradition of separating reporting from 
opinion, noting that this distinction was particularly difficult to establish in post-
authoritarian contexts such as Romania after 1989, where journalism initially 
became heavily politicised. The discussion underlined that journalism is inherently 
connected to politics, yet its democratic value depends on maintaining credibility 
through accuracy, verification, and editorial restraint. 

The speakers, including Alec Russell, focused on the contemporary challenges 
facing journalism, especially the erosion of trust, economic pressures, and the 
impact of digital technologies. Declining newsroom resources, the collapse of local 
journalism, and the dominance of social media platforms were identified as major 
threats to informed public debate. While trust in traditional media has fallen sharply, 
particularly in the United States, the panel rejected the idea of a past “golden age”, 
noting that journalism has always faced pressure from political and commercial 
interests. At the same time, Russell highlighted new opportunities offered by data 
journalism and open-source investigations, arguing that high-quality reporting 
capable of shaping public understanding over the long term remains possible and 
essential for democratic resilience. 

Journalism and Politics Affected by Authoritarian and Despotic States

The panel included a discussion on journalism in authoritarian and despotic contexts, 
introduced by the moderator John Lloyd, who distinguished between regimes that 
restricted freedoms and those that imposed extreme repression. Andrei Porovitsky, 
an investigative reporter, explained that authoritarian practices were not limited to 
clearly repressive states but also appeared in liberal democracies through indirect 
mechanisms. He argued that Western democracies had sometimes contributed to 
repression abroad, for instance by supporting security forces that later suppressed 
protests, and he called for greater accountability across political systems. 
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Paul Bell added a comparative perspective based on his experiences in South Africa 
and Georgia, noting that South Africa had moved towards stronger democratic 
practices, while Georgia had shifted towards what he described as an “elective 
autocracy”. He emphasised that new laws and political pressures had restricted 
journalism both materially and psychologically, demonstrating a gradual erosion of 
democratic institutions.

Further contributions described the practical and ethical challenges faced by 
journalists working in such environments. Alina Radu, an investigative journalist 
from Moldova, outlined the effects of Russian influence, including legal pressure, 
cyber-attacks, and coordinated disinformation campaigns, while stressing the 
importance of maintaining factual accuracy and protecting journalists. Other 
speakers referred to experiences in conflict zones such as Iraq and Gaza, where 
journalists had faced intimidation, detention, and violence, often depending on 
their visibility and reputation. The discussion showed that authoritarian tactics 
had become more complex and less visible, frequently operating through digital 
networks and cross-border influence. 

Overall, the panel argued that collaboration between journalists and the protection 
of truthful reporting had been essential in defending democratic values and ensuring 
the integrity of information.

Disinformation and Its Influence on Democracy

The panel discussion focused on the influence of disinformation on democracy was 
moderated by John Lloyd, who introduced the speakers Alison Mutler, Pilita Clark, and 
Codruța Simina. Alison Mutler explained the distinction between simple journalistic 
errors, misinformation, and disinformation, emphasising that disinformation was 
deliberate and aimed to undermine trust in governments, media, and democratic 
values. She argued that it functioned as a form of “hybrid warfare”, often originating 
from organised state actors such as Russia, and spreading through social media 
using messages that contained elements of truth but were manipulated to create 
confusion and polarisation. Pilita Clark contributed by reflecting on the broader 
challenges of communicating credible information, while the discussion highlighted 
how social networks had become central platforms for the rapid dissemination of 
misleading narratives.

Codruța Simina provided detailed examples of how disinformation networks had 
operated and had been dismantled, particularly in Romania, where coordinated 
groups of fake accounts had promoted political propaganda and extremist 
narratives. She explained that such networks had been identified through patterns 
of behaviour, metadata analysis, and synchronised posting, and that they had often 
involved both domestic and international actors, including Russia, China, and others. 

The speakers noted the growing role of artificial intelligence in generating synthetic 
content, warning that it had become increasingly difficult to distinguish between 
reality and fabrication. Disinformation has seriously threatened democratic 
processes by overwhelming reliable information, and emphasised the need for 
stronger regulation, improved media literacy, and closer cooperation between 
journalists, institutions, and technology platforms.
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President Trump and His Effect on Journalism

Alec Russell began by arguing that Donald Trump had significantly reshaped 
journalism, particularly by generating an unprecedented volume of news. He 
observed that this constant output had increased readership and subscriptions, 
often described as a “Trump bump”, benefiting major organisations such as The New 
York Times. However, Alec emphasised that this situation had created a profound 
editorial dilemma: journalists had been compelled to report continuously on Trump’s 
statements, despite their frequency, inconsistency, and occasional lack of substance. 
He further contended that Trump had adopted an openly hostile stance towards 
traditional media, employing rhetoric such as accusations of false reporting, as well 
as legal actions and political influence, thereby placing independent journalism 
under considerable strain.

John Lloyd complemented these arguments by analysing the broader political and 
institutional context. He maintained that Trump had displayed an authoritarian 
communication style, characterised by demands for loyalty and a tendency to 
disseminate misleading claims. According to Lloyd, this behaviour had initially 
unsettled journalists, who had struggled to move beyond neutral reporting 
conventions. Over time, however, leading outlets such as The New York Times and 
The Washington Post had adapted, becoming more direct in identifying inaccuracies 
and confronting falsehoods. Nevertheless, Lloyd highlighted growing tensions 
between access and independence, noting how some organisations had faced legal 
pressure, ownership interference, and reduced resources, while others had sought 
to preserve journalistic integrity despite these constraints.

Both speakers concluded that Trump’s presidency had simultaneously strengthened 
and destabilised the profession. On the one hand, they argued that reporting had 
become clearer, more assertive, and ethically conscious, particularly in print media. 
On the other hand, they stressed that journalists had faced increasing intimidation, 
political pressure, and structural challenges, including changes in media ownership 
and the influence of powerful corporate actors. Russell and Lloyd thus suggested 
that, although journalism had adapted and, in some respects, improved, the long-
term consequences for press freedom and democratic accountability had remained 
uncertain and potentially far-reaching.

Keynote Address: The Death of Journalism? How to Save Media from 
Authoritarians, Oligarchs and Algorithms

Pavol Szalai, speaking in his capacity as head of the Prague office of Reporters 
Without Borders, argued that journalism had faced a severe and multifaceted crisis, 
rooted both in historical patterns of repression and in contemporary transformations 
of the media environment. He contended that threats had stemmed not only from 
physical violence against journalists and persistent impunity, but also from political 
interference, economic coercion, and the growing influence of powerful digital 
actors. In his analysis, technological platforms and their underlying algorithms 
had reshaped the conditions of information production and circulation, enabling 
disinformation, manipulation, and the erosion of public trust. Szalai maintained that 
this shift had moved beyond earlier theories of “manufacturing consent” towards a 
more destabilising process characterised by confusion, division, and the systematic 
weakening of democratic discourse. 
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In response, Szalai proposed a range of measures aimed at reinforcing the resilience 
and integrity of the media sector. He emphasised the necessity of strengthening 
journalism’s role as a watchdog and gatekeeper, supported by public financing, 
robust institutional frameworks, and the integration of media literacy within 
education systems. Furthermore, he highlighted the importance of regulatory 
initiatives at the European level, ethical standards such as the Journalism Trust 
Initiative, and technological innovation, including tools designed to support credible 
reporting. Despite recognising significant structural challenges, Szalai expressed 
cautious optimism, asserting that independent media — particularly in contexts 
such as Romania — had demonstrated notable vitality. He concluded that sustaining 
this progress required coordinated action between civil society, policymakers, and 
media professionals in order to restore trust and ensure the continued accessibility 
of reliable information.

Is Journalism Doing its Job?

The panel, chaired by Liana Ganea and featuring Donald McIntyre and Alison 
Mutler, examined the function of journalism within contemporary democratic 
systems and reflected on whether it had fulfilled its public mandate. McIntyre 
framed the discussion by drawing on the European Media Freedom Act, which 
portrayed journalistic activity as integral to informed citizenship and resistance 
to misinformation. He argued that practitioners had continued to operate under 
significant political and economic strain, particularly in Eastern Europe, where 
pressures on media workers remained acute. Both speakers observed a marked 
weakening of local reporting and a broader shift towards digital-only outlets, 
accompanied by diminishing revenues and reduced institutional capacity. McIntyre 
further highlighted the growing influence of online platforms, noting that they had 
eroded the authority of established organisations and enabled political actors to 
circumvent traditional scrutiny.

Mutler expanded upon these concerns by emphasising the deterioration of public 
trust and the increasing hostility directed towards reporters, including legal 
intimidation and reputational attacks. She contended that the profession had faced 
both financial fragility and ethical dilemmas, particularly in balancing impartiality 
with civic responsibility. The speakers acknowledged that complete neutrality was 
often unattainable, yet they maintained that rigorous verification and the inclusion 
of competing perspectives remained essential standards. 

Discussion also addressed the amplification of extreme viewpoints and the risk of 
disproportionate coverage driven by attention economies. Despite these difficulties, 
both McIntyre and Mutler expressed cautious optimism, citing the persistence 
of investigative work, the emergence of alternative publishing models, and the 
commitment of younger practitioners to uphold the discipline’s core principles.
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John Florescu’s documentary on Trump

Introduced by Dan Drăghicescu and John Florescu, the documentary brought 
together interviews with five leading U.S. foreign policy figures: Richard Haass of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, former National Security Advisor John Bolton, historian 
Neil Ferguson, and former senior officials Dennis Ross and Lincoln Bloomfield Jr., all 
of whom have played roles across multiple U.S. administrations.

Conclusions and Closing Remarks

In the closing session, Markus Teglas and Mihai Marc reflected on the complexity 
of defining and communicating truth, emphasising that perspectives are often 
shaped by self-contained informational environments which can render particular 
narratives internally coherent. Teglas argued that exposure to differing viewpoints 
remained essential for critical judgement, while Marc highlighted the importance of 
institutional frameworks that promoted responsibility and transparency within the 
media sector. Both speakers suggested that professional practice should involve 
not only the verification of evidence but also an understanding of the historical and 
social contexts that inform individual and collective interpretations of events. 

The discussion further addressed the growing disjunction between established 
news organisations and digital networks, with participants noting that online 
spaces frequently encouraged one-sided interpretations and lacked accountability. 
Teglas and Marc underscored the necessity of regulatory mechanisms, arguing 
that unrestricted expression without limits risked undermining democratic values, 
and that digital platforms increasingly functioned as major channels of public 
information requiring oversight. Despite these concerns, the session concluded on 
a reflective note, recognising that sustained debate, intellectual rigour, and a shared 
commitment to careful reporting remained fundamental to the development of the 
field, even amid persistent uncertainty surrounding the nature of truth itself.

In conclusion, the journalism Masterclass made a significant contribution to the 
development of both practical competencies and critical perspectives within the 
field. By integrating expert-led instruction with questions and reflective engagement, 
the programme underscored how accuracy, ethical accountability, and adaptability 
is central to contemporary journalistic practice. It also emphasized the role of 
rigorous research and narrative construction in producing impactful and credible 
reporting, underlying the changes that journalism is currently going through. From 
covering what is going on in the U.S. (through the lens of John Florescu and Dan 
Perry) to covering the authoritarian states (Middle East, Europe and Africa) with 
Andrei Popoviciu, this Masterclass had all its bases covered. It facilitated a deeper 
understanding of the evolving media landscape while fostering a more analytical 
and responsible approach to journalism.
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