“Don’t call it news”: the hybrid moment of the Flemish right-wing news culture

Introduction
Journalism and political communication are, as numerous scholars have well established, experiencing a hybrid moment (e.g., Blumler 2015; Chadwick 2017; Hallin et al. 2021). The democratization of the digital means of media production has empowered non-journalistic actors within a hybrid media system and created a need to rethink traditional concepts such as gatekeeping (White 1950) and agenda-setting (McCombs and Shaw 1972). Traditional journalists, therefore, stand in a competition that is fiercer than ever with peripheral actors (Eldridge 2025), such as alternative journalists (Holt et al. 2019), but also politicians who make use of journalistic elements in their own communication (Ekman and Widholm 2024a). 
The far right has been observed benefiting in particular from this hybrid media landscape (Finlayson 2022; Gerbaudo 2018). While both right-wing alternative media (Ihlebæk and Figenschou 2022) and pseudo-journalistic political communication (Grönegräs et al. 2026) do strengthen the far right’s independence from traditional journalism, which it tends to be particularly critical towards (Panievsky 2022), frictions and conflicts can nevertheless be observed when this hybrid moment collides with existing media roles and production processes on the right. Nadler and Bauer (2020, 245) summarize such roles and processes under the concept of right-wing news cultures, which, they argue, “result from consistent practices or patterns of meaning making that emerge between and among the sites of production, circulation, and consumption of conservative news”. 
This article joins a growing body of work responding to Nadler and Bauer’s (2020) call for a more large-scale, systematic study of this phenomenon and contributes to an increasingly lively scholarly debate on and examination of right-wing news cultures across various international contexts (e.g., Dibranco 2020; Peck 2020). It does so with a focus on the far right in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking northern region of Belgium. The Flemish right-wing news culture, consisting of the far-right party Vlaams Belang (Flemish Interest, VB) and right-wing alternative media outlets such as Doorbraak and PAL NWS, experienced a disruption in 2023 in the form of V-NIEUWS, a pseudo-journalistic news website launched by the VB. Despite presenting itself as a Flemish independent news outlet, it is under full party control (Grönegräs et al. 2026). V-NIEUWS is partly a response to the VB’s strained relationship with traditional media, a commonality it shares with right-wing alternative media that often support the party. The same alternative media, however, view V-NIEUWS as unwanted competition in an already highly competitive media market. Their criticism of V-NIEUWS and their own demarcation from it can be seen as active boundary work (Eldridge 2019). V-NIEUWS therefore serves as a suitable starting point to examine the role perceptions of different actors within the Flemish right-wing news culture which were shaken by the launch of the website. 
To better understand these perceptions, I conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews with three groups of actors, all of which are involved in and/or have expert knowledge on the Flemish right-wing news culture: firstly, VB politicians (n=5) and their current and former political communicative staff (n=3); secondly, right-wing alternative journalists from Doorbraak and PAL NWS (n=4) and Flemish activists (n=2); and, thirdly, Flemish traditional journalists (n=5) and academics (n=2) who conduct research on the party and the Flemish movement. While the first two groups are part of the Flemish movement and its right-wing news culture itself, the third group offers an informed outside perspective on it. The interviews were conducted and analyzed with the goal of understanding how actors within the Flemish right-wing news culture negotiate their roles in response to the launch of V-NIEUWS (RQ).
This introduction is followed by a review of the most relevant literature on journalism and political communication in the hybrid media system, right-wing news cultures and right-wing alternative media’s boundary work as well as a methodological discussion. The analytical section then examines V-NIEUWS as an expression of the VB’s demand for control over media and the role negotiations within the Flemish right-wing news culture caused by this demand.

Literature review
The following literature review is divided into two sections. The first section discusses the blurring of the boundary between journalism and political communication in the context of the hybrid media system. The second section follows up with the concept of right-wing news cultures as places where that blurring meets with established media roles and production practices on the right. It also discusses right-wing alternative media as part of such news cultures and their engagement in boundary work as a response to the blurring.

Journalism and political communication in the hybrid media system 
The contemporary nexus between media and politics is characterized by multidirectional interactions and interdependencies between different types of political actors, media and citizens, across an “emerging complex new media ecology” (Gurevitch et al. 2009, 176) or “hybrid media system” (Chadwick 2017, xi). A central feature of this system is the increasingly porous boundaries around the field of journalism, complicating the distinction between journalistic and non-journalistic discourses and actors (Figenschou and Ihlebæk 2019). Davis (2026), for instance, highlights the expansion of what he calls ‘hybrid political actors’ who oscillate between journalism and political communication. There has also been extensive research into so-called peripheral journalistic actors (Hanusch and Löhmann 2022), who challenge “journalism’s existing norms by embracing subjectivity, activism, and a sharp, critical journalistic voice” (Eldridge 2025, 7). A particularly interesting but underresearched phenomenon in this context, as illustrated by V-NIEUWS, are unambiguously political actors (such as parties) attempting to imitate journalism in pursuit of political communication goals (Grönegräs et al. 2026).
The context for this is what Blumler (2016) calls the fourth age of political communication. The development from political communication’s first to third age was marked by a move away from a party-dominated, highly partisan communication system to one characterized by media abundance, independence, and outreach. Because of the multiplication of ways in which citizens could inform themselves about politics, Blumler and Kavanagh (1999, 213) remarked that to “politicians, the third-age media system must loom like a hydra-headed beast, the many mouths of which are continually clamoring to be fed”. In this context, Mazzoleni and Schulz (Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999, 250) spoke of a ‘mediatization of politics’, where politics “become[s] dependent in its central functions on mass media, and is continuously shaped by interactions with mass media”. Power dynamics have, however, shifted in political communication’s fourth age, enabled by “the ever-expanding diffusion and utilization of Internet facilities” (Blumler 2016, 26) that allow political actors to partially circumvent traditional media, leading Blumler  (2016, 25) to ask whether “mediatization constraints [will] be less binding on politicians? Might they even be able to restore a measure of political logic to their rhetorical arsenal?”.
The development of journalistic-looking online communication formats driven by political communication goals puts another spin on Blumler’s (2016) questions. While the opportunities offered to political communicators by the Internet seem to have reduced mediatization in the sense of the relative power of journalists over political actors, they, simultaneously, also appear to have ‘mediatized’ political communication in terms of how it looks like journalism. To explore how these dynamics play out in practice within the far right in particular, the next section zooms in one right-wing news cultures.
The hybrid moment of right-wing news cultures
The far right stands out as a political actor group that makes particularly extensive and beneficial use of new communicative opportunities offered by the hybrid moment it finds itself in (Finlayson 2022; Gerbaudo 2018). Generally, the far right needs to be understood, Castelli Gattinara and Pirro (2019, 447) argue, as a social movement, which “not only includes political parties geared towards elections and public office but also social movements or ‘networks of networks’ that aim to mobilise public support, and a conglomeration of subcultural groups and groupuscules”. While this conceptualization is indeed useful for an exhaustive examination of the far right, especially from a movement studies perspective, it does not foreground what could be broadly referred to as the media or communicative aspect of the far-right movement, which becomes particularly relevant in a hybrid context. More specifically, it does not cover the relation between political actors and alternative media outlets that support them in a partisan or even hyperpartisan manner. 
More useful in this regard are Heft et al. (2021, 486), who speak of a “transnational news ecology on the right” or also Dowling et al. (2022, 17), who examine what they refer to as an “alternative conservative media ecosystem”. Both terms, however, allow primarily an examination of the structural functioning of such systems, without paying much attention to how actors that are part of that system make sense of it. That is an advantage Nadler and Bauer’s (2020) conceptualization of a right-wing news culture has to offer. News, they argue

varies according to the words and actions of newsmakers, according to the judgements of particular reporters and outlets, according to cultural and political economic structures of circulation, and according to the myriad interpretive frameworks employed by audiences. A particular news culture results from consistent practices or patterns of meaning making that emerge between and among these sites of production, circulation, and consumption. (Nadler and Bauer 2020, 6)

Dibranco (2020) and Peck (2020) demonstrate how such right-wing news cultures can be mapped out systematically or examined with a focus on populist style. Both of them do so, however, with a focus on the US. Figenschou and Ihlebæk (2025) remark that if one wants to study right-wing news cultures in a European context, one needs to take the diverse research of right-wing alternative media into account, which form an important part of many right-wing news cultures in European countries.
Scholars tend to conceptualize such right-wing alternative media relationally, highlighting their opposition towards and dissociation from ‘the mainstream’. Alternative journalists are said to be “aiming to serve as a corrective to the mainstream” as they “argue that professional journalists fail to uphold the normative ideals of the field” (Ihlebæk and Figenschou 2026, 605). This failure, alternative media commonly argue, lies in traditional media’s financial as well as ideological dependencies which are said to compromise their objectivity. Alternative journalists, in contrast to that, view themselves as “more democratic and accountable to the public than mainstream media, more independent of commercial and political influences” (Cushion 2024, 13). Despite their critique of traditional media, alternative journalists still usually identify themselves as a part of the journalistic field and rely on journalistic routines, practices and norms. More specifically, they “evolve in the periphery of the journalistic field”  (Rae 2021, 1124), they “have not simply broken with mainstream practices, they have often sought to radically redefine them” (Atton and Hamilton 2008, 78), and they “can also make use of mainstream strategies and structures” (Fuchs 2010, 183). 
One important commonality between right-wing alternative media and far-right parties is their opposition against traditional media (Nærland 2023; Panievsky 2022), which can thus reasonably assumed to be one of the reasons for their close cooperation within right-wing news cultures. Their shared “vocal mistrust of political and cultural elites and what they perceive as the left-wing bias of the mainstream media” (Figenschou and Ihlebæk 2019, 1223) makes them highly compatible partners. Because of their open support for far-right political parties or individual figures, scholars have come to classify certain alternative media outlets as partisan (Weeks et al. 2023) or even hyperpartisan news (Rae 2021). The Internet, as an intrinsic element of the fourth age of political communication and the hybrid media system, has, however, not only increased the communicative power of alternative media, but also that of far-right politicians. Scholars have examined how the latter have started to make use of journalistic elements themselves and implemented them into their political communication (Ekman and Widholm 2024a; 2024b; Grönegräs et al. 2026). Given the lack of specific research on this, one is left to wonder whether alternative journalists might perceive such efforts by their political allies as a strengthening asset for the right-wing news culture and the overall far-right movement or rather as contributing further to the blurring of the boundary between their own journalistic field and the political field.
In the latter case, one could imagine alternative media engaging in a journalistic practice that is commonly associated rather with traditional media: boundary work. Journalistic boundary work, simply put, seeks “to define journalism from non-journalism” (Carlson 2015, 855). It is based on the premise that “not everything mediated is journalism, not everything new which claims to be journalism needs to be recognized as such, and so boundaries can meaningfully separate different media types and different media practices in a complex digital ecosystem” (Eldridge 2019, 11). Such boundary work is said to be commonly conducted by traditional journalists as they demarcate themselves from, for instance, traditional journalists by marking them as media interlopers (Schapals et al. 2019). It remains to be examined, however, whether pseudo-journalistic political communication practices might cause alternative journalists in boundary work as well to strengthen the boundaries around the journalistic field they consider themselves to be a part of.

Method
I have conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews (Rubin and Rubin 2012) with three groups of actors: firstly, VB politicians (n=5) and their political communicative staff (n=3); secondly, right-wing alternative journalists (n=4) and activists (n=2); and, thirdly, Flemish traditional journalists (n=5) and academics (n=2) who conduct research on the party and the Flemish movement. The interviews were structured around two main goals. They were intended to, firstly, allow a structural mapping of a Flemish right-wing new culture including the most important actors and institutions involved in it as well as their relations to each other. With that I contribute specifically to a research strand on the construction of conservative news infrastructures, which looks at “how conservatives have built their own news infrastructures, how their infrastructures have influenced broader circuits of news flow, and the conditions that have enabled both” (Nadler and Bauer 2020, 11). This mapping was done with the software Kumu and can be found in the appendix of this article. The interviews, secondly, allowed an in-depth qualitative analysis (Kuckartz and Rädiker 2023) of how the participants make sense of their own position within a news culture as well as of their relations to other actor groups. This analysis was conducted with the software MAXQDA.
After receiving approval from the Vrije Universiteit Brussel’s Ethics Committee Human Sciences under the approval number ECHW_523-WP2, I contacted participants via email or social media platforms. Participants signed an informed consent form, which laid down that interviews would be recorded but quoted from only anonymously. The interviews took place from October 2024 to August 2026 in person, via video call or phone call and lasted approximately 45 minutes on average. The interviews were conducted in English, Dutch, and German. Selected quotes were translated into English by the author if needed. 
Recruiting participants from different groups of actors turned out to be of varying degrees of difficulty. While traditional journalists, academics, alternative journalists, and activists were all generally open to being interviewed, the VB and its political communication staff was not. Politicians and their staff often did not react to my interview requests, declined them, or even cancelled interviews after having agreed to them prior. One of the politicians that was willing to talk to me told me during the interview that the party’s press team had warned them not to do the interview and asked them to cancel it. The press team had justified this by argueing that I was not a trustworthy interviewer because of my journalistic and academic background (VB 3, pers. comm., May 5, 2026). Similarly, another politician declined my request after having looked up my professional background, as they explained to me.

Findings
The following presentation of the findings is divided into four sections. It begins with how interviewees negotiate the responsibilities and roles that are commonly assigned to different actor groups within the Flemish movement, including alternative journalists and politicians. The second section then discusses how the VB claims leadership of the nationalist, far-right part of the Flemish movement and how that translates into, among others, a demand to directly control certain narratives within both traditional and alternative media. In the third section, V-NIEUWS is presented as a manifestation of the VB’s control demands as well as a disruption of the previously discussed division of labor within the Flemish movement. I close with a discussion of V-NIEUWS’ pseudo-independence from the VB and how it illustrates a contemporary disruption of what can be referred to as a Flemish right-wing news culture.

The division of work within the Flemish movement
Belgium is divided into three regions. The French-speaking Wallonia, the bilingual Brussels, and the Dutch-speaking Flanders. Both the VB as well as right-wing alternative media outlets that commonly support the party originate from the Flemish movement. The movement

seeks social, cultural and economic emancipation; it is a pluralist movement which, since the creation of Belgium in 1830, attracts members and supporters from a wide range of political, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. Flemish nationalism represents the political arm of the Flemish movement. Its main political demand is the emancipation of the Flemish people in the Walloon region as well as the continuous federalization of the country (Jamin 2012, 68)

The VB (originally named Vlaams Blok and renamed after a conviction for racism) formed out of the Flemish movement through a merger of the Vlaams-Nationale Partij (VNP) and the Vlaams Volkspartij (VVP) in 1978 (Erk 2005; Jamin 2012). The Flemish movement “played a crucial role in the foundation of the VB … as an ideological breeding ground and as the basis from which to draw political personnel, militants and voters” (De Cleen 2015, 37). With its demands for, for instance, a much stricter migration policy and its separatist call for Flemish independence from the rest of Belgium, the VB has come to form the nationalist, populist radical right wing of the Flemish movement (De Cleen and Van Aelst 2016; Moufahim et al. 2010). A second, center-right party arising from the Flemish movement is the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA). N-VA and VB are the first- and the second-largest parties in Flanders and together represent almost half of Flemish voters.
Two of the most well-known Flemish right-wing alternative media outlets are Doorbraak and PAL NWS. Like the two parties, they both have their origins in the Flemish movement (Peeters and Maeseele 2026). While Doorbraak used to be the official magazine of the Vlaamse Volksbeweging (VVB), a Flemish-nationalist pressure group, PAL NWS is the digital online version of the Flemish nationalist weekly magazine ‘t Pallieterke, which was founded in 1945. PAL NWS’ former name was SCEPTR, a right-wing alternative news website which was launched by mainly members of the nationalist conservative student organization KVHV Gent.
At this point in time, the Flemish movement has come to be very much dominated by the N-VA and the VB. As the movement’s biggest political successes, the parties have simultaneously turned into the movement’s social demise, one of the interviewed activists argues. The Flemish movement as it once was, they say, does not really exist anymore as both parties went through it like vacuum cleaners and “just sucked up all the interesting people, all people who write and read” (Activist 1, pers. comm., May 12, 2026). Continually relevant societal organizations within the Flemish movement, such as the two student organizations KVHV and the more radical right NSV are very much oriented towards N-VA and VB. They essentially serve as talent pools for future generations of party politicians. Joining one of the two parties has become one of the best career choices for young Flemish-minded people that want to become politically active:

Especially also if, I mean, if you’re young and you want something in politics and you’re Flemish-minded, whether you are center-right or extreme right and anything in between, why would you waste your time volunteering in some club, association or whatever that doesn’t have any political impact, no cultural impact, no, I’d say, ideal impact? (Activist 1, pers. comm., May 12, 2026)

Despite (or one could even argue because of) the dominance of the two parties within the Flemish movement, interviewed alternative journalists working for PAL NWS and Doorbraak highlighted how much they value their independence from both N-VA and VB. 

I have good contacts in both parties, which I need for my job. But, yeah, when they do something I think that’s wrong, you have to write that. … Although people think that, those both parties are not really satisfied about what we write about them. (Alternative journalist 1, pers. comm., March 18, 2026). 

This independence, alternative journalists explain, should not only be preserved in how the outlets write about the two parties, but also in how they make their money. Despite their outlet’s difficult financial situation, one of the alternative journalists declares that they would never accept any political advertisements, even though the VB has repeatedly made tempting offers in the past:

Although it’s very difficult for us to have advertisements, and that would be an easy job. One phone call and I get several thousand euros a month. No problem, they would do it, I think. But we said no, we’re not going to do that. (Alternative journalist 1, pers. comm., March 18, 2026)

This stance is in line with existing research on alternative media, by which “advertising is largely rejected, for fear that publications will be influenced by external forces” (Atton and Hamilton 2008, 87). Despite such attempts by alternative journalists to shield themselves from any political influence, the interviewed VB politicians talk mostly positively about their relation to these outlets and show understanding for their need to preserve a certain degree of independence:

Well, it’s not Vlaams-Belang-loyal press, it’s not party press, but it’s at least press that doesn’t boycott us. … They talk about the topics we think are important, because it’s not only about covering our press releases and what’s happened in the parliament and political manifestations. It’s also the topics you deal with, of course. (VB 2, pers. comm., May 6, 2026)

The relation between party and alternative media thus seems to be marked by a mixture of sympathy and professional distance: “These aren’t party-political bodies. So they’re independent and that’s a good thing. And they should stay that way. And yes, of course we know a lot of people who work there” (VB 3, pers. comm., May 5, 2026).  Therefore, at first sight, there appears to be a rather clear division of work among alternative journalists and politicians within the Flemish movement. While both Doorbraak and PAL NWS are sympathetic towards the VB (and the N-VA), because of their common societal and political goals, the alternative media outlets are intended to remain in the journalistic and the parties in the political sphere, without too much interference between the two. This balance is, however, disturbed by the VB’s claim to leadership within the Flemish movement and its demand to control over media, which will be discussed in the following section. 

The VB’s demand for control over the media
From the interviews it becomes clear that one central reason for the mutual sympathy and collaboration between the VB and Flemish right-wing alternative media outlets is their shared hostility towards traditional media in Belgium, which also includes antimedia populism (Panievsky 2022). The VB’s distrust towards the press is, however, is not limited to traditional media but also directed towards alternative media that are supporting the party. This in turn creates certain tensions within the Flemish movement, which will be discussed towards the end of this section.
The VB is characterized by a deep-rooted frustration about the feeling that it is being ignored by traditional media and consciously excluded by them from the public sphere. A member of the party’s political communication staff writing for V-NIEUWS states: 

We kind of accepted the fact that they just do not like us. So, we’re not going to hold back
our criticisms of them in order to be friends and be allowed within their institution if we have to give up all our standpoints in order to, you know, become a second N-VA so we can get some screen time. (V-NIEUWS 1, pers. comm., September 24, 2025)

VB politicians and employees commonly explain traditional media’s alleged ignorance towards the largest Belgian opposition party with the accusation of a left-wing political bias and the willingness to report in the interest of the political elite that goes along with it: 

The socialists come in the news a lot, but that’s also something that grew with history. We
saw a lot of politicians go to dinner with the socialists and that kind of stuff on the socialist side. For us, it’s normal that they provide more news for them and it benefits the socialists. (VB 1, pers. comm., September 29, 2025)

While disputing this antimedia populist narrative, interviewed traditional journalists do confirm that they view the VB as different from all other Belgian parties and that it, therefore, also must be treated differently:

So yeah, there is a bias, but I think personally that bias is grounded, it’s got a basis. … If you look at what people are saying within these parties, within that party. If you see like they’ve actually been condemned by court, they’re a racist party, they are antidemocratic. I think, yeah, you should be cautious with how much airtime you give them and how you treat them, so…  (Journalist 3, pers. comm., September 10, 2025)

The special treatment of the party consists of, among other things, accepting neither ads nor op-eds by VB politicians (Journalist 2, pers. comm., November 18, 2024). Despite such measures, traditional journalists deny being consciously hostile towards the VB, systematically excluding it, or being allied with a political elite. They do, however, see the utility for the VB to keep repeating such narratives: 

I think, for me personally, right now I believe that if Tom Van Grieken is angry at the press, it’s theater. It’s not real, it’s just an act. Because it fits into the ‘the elite against us’ rhetoric. … I mean it’s a perfect situation. If the press acts friendly and presents Vlaams Belang as mainstream politicians, as sensible guys, that’s good for them, and if they keep up the frame of radicals, fascists, that suits them too. ‘Look at that, we’re being diabolized. We’re the devils, we’re the bad guys. Well, we say what you think.’ (Journalist 5, pers. comm., October 22, 2024)

Alternative journalists share the VB’s antimedia populist perspective on the relation between traditional media and non-right-wing parties in Belgium and feel themselves excluded from and ignored by the traditional journalistic sphere in a similar way as the VB does. Several interviewees who used to work as traditional journalists describe how that exclusion began when they started to work for alternative media outlets: 

And which immediately made me like an outcast in the mainstream press where I used to 
work for radio, television and written press. And I was, from one day to the other, I was 
like a leper. It was like I had leprosy and I couldn’t work and I was ousted. (Alternative journalist 4, pers. comm., April 17, 2026)

In traditional media, both alternative media and the VB thus have a common enemy. This and their shared origin in the Flemish movement, explains alternative journalists’ willingness to report on the party in a frequency and manner like no traditional journalists ever would. A VB politician describes how the party has found a friend in alternative media that traditional media never could be: 

No one has taken us into account. People write about us or talk about us, but they’ve never talked to us or debated with us, which is why all those alternative channels have, of course, filled a vacuum that arose – a vacuum that the traditional media also neglected. (VB 5, pers. comm., October 7, 2025)

Despite this friendly and beneficial relation between the VB and alternative media, the interviews also show that the party’s hostility towards traditional media has caused its politicians to be particularly careful and distrustful when dealing with journalists. Those journalists by which they have felt mistreated in the past politicians refuse to talk to anymore, even when being directly approached by them. 

And of course, it’s a different story with De Morgen and De Standaard – they just hate us. 
We have very few good relationships with them. And there are also a few journalists about whom people say, ‘Yeah, we just don’t talk to them anymore. He’s betrayed us too many times or hasn’t been honest,’ and so on. Yeah, what are you supposed to do in that situation? You can’t shoot him. That’s not our intention either, but I just think it’s a shame that they’ve lost their objectivity. And yeah, then we just stop talking to those people. (VB 3, May 5, 2026)

Such rejections can be argued to then create a self-reinforcing cycle: the VB feels ignored and mistreated by traditional media, often refuses to talk to them because it distrusts them, and then in turn feels even more ignored. This deep distrust appears to have also created a feeling among VB politicians that they need to establish a more direct control over the media. One interviewee considers the media systems of both France and Orban’s Hungary as role models:

VB 2: But I’m very jealous of what happens in France, where you have Bolloré, with CNews, Journal du Dimanche, Valeurs actuelles, and so on and so on. So they really have their own press. Right-wing, not linked to one party, they bring Zemmour, they bring Le Pen, they bring Alice Cordier, they bring this, they bring that, no problem at all. They cover the whole spectrum of right-wing, conservative, patriotic, and so on and so on. So that’s quite important. So they have their own channels to be influential.

Interviewer: Or what Orban had done.

VB 2: Yeah, well, what Orban also did. They became part of the mainstream media. That should be the final goal.

This VB politician thus describes the French media system with a right-wing media mogul who is sympathetic towards far-right parties as well as Orban’s former authoritarian control over large parts of the Hungarian traditional press as ideals that the VB should be aiming for in Belgium as well. Statements such as this one are exemplary for a central contradiction within the VB’s media discourse: its criticism of traditional media does not seem to align with its imagination of an ideal media system. On the one hand, criticizing traditional media for allegedly being too partisan and activist (VB 3, pers. comm., May 5, 2026) and, on the other hand, calling for a more illiberal system with stronger political control over media (VB 2, pers. comm., May 6, 2026) can be observed colliding in the interviews. Other VB politicians remain more careful in their answers, but nevertheless argue that with the current media situation they practically have no other choice but to advocate for some form of political control over public broadcasters:

If that discrepancy becomes so great that a party that actually gets 5 percent is given 25 percent of airtime – political airtime – then you do have a problem, and in that case I do think – and this is actually a stopgap measure, ideally, you shouldn’t have to resort to it – that you should start working with a sort of proportionality range, whereby those broadcasters or other media outlets … – if a party, say, gets 25 percent of the vote, they must be allocated at least between 15 and 25 percent of the political airtime. And if that’s not the case, then there needs to be some kind of commission that can say, ‘Look, you’re making a mistake here. How can you justify that?’ This should not necessarily result in immediate sanctions, but it should be regulated. (VB 5, pers. comm, October 7, 2025)

The VB does not stop, however, at the traditional press with its demands for political control over the media. Despite interviewed VB politicians’ claims that they welcome alternative media’s need for maintaining a certain degree of independence from the party, alternative journalists talk about attempts by the VB to gain more control over them that go beyond even the above-mentioned offer to pay substantial sums for political advertisement. One alternative journalist describes how party leader Van Grieken directly came to their editor-in-chief and asked them to become an official mouthpiece for the VB only:

It’s obvious, quite obvious, he almost said this literally, he actually said it literally. He wants us to become the voice of the Vlaams Belang. And much to his frustration we are not. Often we are, often we defend their position, and sometimes we don’t. And that frustrates him because he says with your opinions you should support me. … Van Grieken had talked with our chief, our owner, and he got rebuffed. … He had hoped that we would be the… What V-NIEUWS did now, that we would be the people who said ‘Vlaams Belang, great’. (Alternative journalist 2, pers. comm., March 24, 2026)

Such a turndown makes sense considering that alternative media commonly criticize traditional media for being too open to external influences while portraying themselves as “more democratic and accountable to the public than mainstream media, more independent of commercial and political influences” (Cushion 2024, 13). For Flemish right-wing alternative media outlet, becoming a simple mouthpiece for the VB would mean becoming the exact same thing they accuse Belgian traditional media of being. The VB, however, it seems, was not willing to take no as answer here. Shortly after getting rejected, the alternative journalist says, the VB launched a new platform of its own: V-NIEUWS.

V-NIEUWS as expression of the VB’s need for control and its disruption of the division of work
V-NIEUWS can be seen as an answer to the VB’s frustrations about the media outlined in the section above, enabled new communicative opportunities that are offered by the hybrid moment the Flemish right-wing news culture is experiencing. It is a make-shift solution for both the issue that the party feels ignored and mistreated by traditional media and the party’s failed attempts to gain more control over alternative media. Interestingly, however, V-NIEUWS only presents itself as an answer to the first issue and never brings up the second one by itself. V-NIEUWS presents itself as a news outlet that is independent from the VB, obscuring the party’s ownership of and complete control over the outlet. It has its own logo and green color design that is clearly different from the party’s yellow branding. The VB membership of V-NIEUWS’ ‘editor-in-chief’, Jonas Naeyaert, is omitted in his profile description on V-NIEUWS’ website (Grönegräs et al. 2026). On that same website, V-NIEUWS names funds and tax benefits several Belgian traditional media receive from the state as the main reason for their friendly treatment of governmental parties: “In exchange for this lenient support, the mainstream media treats the ruling parties leniently, allowing them more airtime or coverage in the newspapers, while critical voices are silenced” (V-NIEUWS 2026). The VB’s wish to also have direct control over alternative media is not mentioned anywhere here. In contradiction to alternative journalists’ statements, all interviewed VB politicians denied wanting more control over alternative media outlets and did not name it as a reason for V-NIEUWS’ existence.
At first sight, V-NIEUWS might appear like a simple yet smart solution to the VB’s media problems. If traditional media do not treat you like you would like them to and if alternative media do not want to let you control them, why not just launch your very own media outlet that is under complete party control? The interviews reveal, however, that the launch of V-NIEUWS caused tensions and confusion both within the VB as well as around it in the broader Flemish movement. VB politicians seem to struggle explaining what exactly V-NIEUWS is and how it fits into the party’s broader political communication infrastructure and offer contradicting explanations of its goals. One interviewee explains that V-NIEUWS was mainly born out of the party’s frustration about traditional media almost never picking up on the party’s many press releases in any form: 

It’s also a response to the observation … that our press releases, the ones we send out to the press five or six times a day – are not picked up by the traditional media in 99 percent of the cases. … you can imagine how it feels when you’re writing press releases … knowing that these press releases won’t be read and will likely be deleted immediately. So, we decided to launch a media outlet that would cover every press release from Vlaams Belang at the national level and turn them into news stories. Possibly with an interview or simply by including it in an article. And that is, in essence, the embodiment of what V-NIEUWS is. (VB 5, pers. comm., October 7, 2025)

V-NIEUWS thus allows the VB to skip traditional media as a communicative step that used to lie between themselves and their audiences. Next to such open declarations showing that V-NIEUWS is essentially nothing more than a political communication megaphone for the party, some interviewees explain that there is also journalistic ambition behind the website and that, to a certain extent, it is supposed to function like another Flemish alternative media outlet. Such descriptions of V-NIEUWS contradict other presentations of the outlet as party megaphone that exclusively serves political communication purposes, showing the VB’s difficulties with navigating between the political and the journalistic field when it comes to V-NIEUWS.

So, V-NIEUWS is actually an alternative media. We make sure that we post our own media, the things we do in commission, the things we have at a local level, the local selfie post on it. But they also make sure that some things that don’t get as much attention in the news, that that gets lights out in V-NIEUWS. (VB 1, pers. comm., September 29, 2025)

V-NIEUWS’ journalistic appearance that is created by, among other things, its distancing from the VB is also intended to attract new audiences that might not be supporting or voting for the party yet and that might be repelled by seeing the party’s logo on its communication. 

For reaching out to our party members and voters, we already have enough channels, that’s not a big problem, but you have to understand that there are a lot of people who are doubting about what are we going to vote, N-VA, Vlaams Belang, CD&V, whatever. So, for them it may be interesting to see that… To know what’s happening, and that’s a little bit what we try to achieve, to also have some means of communication with that group of people. (VB 2, pers. comm., May 6, 2026)

Statements such as this one show that a journalistic veil is needed for V-NIEUWS to function in the way that it is intended to. It needs to look like it’s independent from the party on the surface to attract a non-VB audience. Next to this intended target audience, V-NIEUWS, however, reached another unintended one: VB politicians themselves. As the outlet reports exclusively about VB talking points, it turned into a sort of party intranet that is useful for catching up on the VB’s most recent issues:

When I have a debate, I start searching on V-NIEUWS to make sure, okay, what was important in the eyes of Jonas or in the eyes of Robin, that kind of stuff. But that’s also a thing where we as a party can look into each other’s views. … And I want to get to know what my colleague would say. I can read into it with V-NIEUWS. … That wasn’t a goal itself, but it developed for me into something. (VB 1, pers. comm., September 29, 2025)

The interviewed alternative journalists were, without any exception, highly critical towards V-NIEUWS and viewed it as unwanted competition within a sector in which it is already difficult for them to keep up both with traditional media as well as other Flemish alternative media outlets. The party’s considerable financial advantage seemed to be the main issue here: 

I’m a small company, scratching the money to be possible, to make… I would like to have a studio as they have. I would like to make those documentaries like they make. I would like to make those YouTube things they make, but I don’t have the money. They got lots of money as a political party and they use it to be a competition of me? I don’t like that. And they don’t like when I say that, but okay, good. And I understand why they do it, but it’s not nice. (Alternative journalist 1, pers. comm., March 18, 2026)

Interestingly, alternative journalists thus accuse V-NIEUWS of the very same thing that V-NIEUWS accuses traditional media of: being financed by a political group in whose interest it reports. Next to such concerns, alternative journalists also argue that V-NIEUWS is merely a bad attempt to copy a real alternative media outlet, with its connection to the party being obvious and visible to everyone. 

We thought it was a silly idea. You should be honest about it. Don’t call it news. Just say, it’s our magazine and we connotate our views. Don’t try to present it as news. It’s silly. I don’t think it works. (Alternative journalist 2, pers. comm., March 24, 2026) 
One interviewee compares V-NIEUWS to a Dutch advertisement slogan of the toilet cleaner Wc-eend from the 80s: ‘We at Wc-eend recommend Wc-eend’, criticizing how obviously the VB is attempting to promote itself through V-NIEUWS. The slogan has become a proverbial Dutch expression for a self-serving endorsement.

You can’t at the same time be a party and then write about the party and say like you’re being objective. … There’s this product of toilet cleaners called Wc-eend. And they once had this advert which says, ‘Wc-eend says we’re the best’. It’s ridiculous. … It’s perhaps interesting for their own people to read how good they are and how well they’re doing in all matter of things, but I can’t imagine… You can encourage the people that are already behind you, but you cannot gain new voices that way. I don’t believe it. It’s too predictable, too incredible, too unbelievable. (Alternative journalist 2, pers. comm., March 24, 2026)

V-NIEUWS’ weakness in trying to hide its connection to the VB therefore stands out in alternative journalists’ discourse on the platform next to the unfair financial advantage that it’s based on. It becomes visible how this media initiative by the party has caused a rupture in the Flemish movement as it is seen by alternative journalists as an attempt by the VB to extend its influence beyond the political domain and intrude into the journalistic sphere as well as insult to an important element of alternative journalists’ self-identity: their political independence. Alternative journalists’ discourse on V-NIEUWS can also be seen as a clear case of boundary work, showing that such practices are not limited to traditional media only (Eldridge 2019). 

V-NIEUWS’ pseudo-independence and the Flemish right-wing news culture
The interviews show that V-NIEUWS’ greatest weakness seems to lie in what is meant to be its greatest strength: its pseudo-independence from the party. Despite openly presenting V-NIEUWS’ main function as a party megaphone many interviewed politicians still insist on its alleged independence from the VB. One interviewee, for instance, makes the claim that the VB’s ownership of V-NIEUWS does not automatically mean that the outlet is explicitly partisan:

It’s no secret that V-NIEUWS is part of the party. But we also want to provide some news without the framing. … We take away the visuals of Vlaams Belang, to de-create something, that’s not a word, de-creating, but you understand me. (VB 1, pers. comm., September 29, 2025)

In a similar manner, another VB politician explains that V-NIEUWS is completely independent from the party but still knows exactly how the party expects it to act. Independence is thus being defined here as a situation in which an authority does not have to explicitly dictate its subordinates what to do, because they already know what to do by themselves. This is then portrayed as an abstract form of a freedom to act, although within certain limits, of course.

It’s completely independent. Of course, they know what to do. That’s obvious. But they can choose and pick their own topics, they can… They write their own articles and so and so on. But it’s part of the party network, of course it is. (VB 2, pers. comm., May 6, 2026)

The same interviewee later directly contradicts his earlier statement: “Well, we try to be not independent-independent, but we try to be as neutral as possible, to bring news about the party, but engaging news, to replace a little bit what mainstream media doesn’t do …” (VB 2, pers. comm., May 6, 2026). Interviews with V-NIEUWS employees confirm that their so-called independence merely consists of limited topic selection but not of framing. They can choose which of the countless VB press releases to turn into an article, but they can only write that article in manner that benefits the party. One interviewee describes their everyday work as searching headlines of traditional media for VB-relevant topics or simply rewriting the party’s press releases, often with an additional quote from one of its politicians: “And then you have to call up a parliament member or, you know, to ask for their reaction because everyone has their specific, you know expertise” (V-NIEUWS 1, pers. comm., September 24, 2025). The work the employee describes is to a certain extent comparable to that of a real journalist. It does, however, occur within strict limits carefully set by a political party whose broader media ambitions, as shown above, extend to control over the press.
Interestingly, it is not primarily traditional media, which V-NIEUWS names as its main raison d’être, that are concerned about the outlet being a threat or competition. Interviewed traditional journalists do show themselves concerned, however, about V-NIEUWS’ intransparency. Contrary to alternative journalists, they worry that audiences could think that V-NIEUWS is real journalism.

And I don’t think if you would just have like a poll, you get like a thousand people, ask them about V-NIEUWS or even let them read a couple of articles, I don’t think they would know it’s a Vlaams Belang thing, which is to me a misleading way. I don’t mind political parties trying to fine-tune their messaging, etc., but you should be able as a consumer, a media consumer, to know that you’re reading party propaganda. (Journalist 2, pers. comm., November 18, 2024)

Despite such concerns about V-NIEUWS’ pseudo-journalistic character that could be deceiving to news consumers, traditional journalists do not view it as a competition to their own craft that is to be taken seriously. 

It doesn’t concern me a lot, but I do think it feeds the mistrust within certain people. It’s not that our audience is really fleeing to these kinds of media. So in that sense, I’m not really concerned from a professional point of view. It’s not… We don’t have a feeling of losing our audience to these kinds of media. (Journalist 4, pers. comm., November 19, 2024)

Traditional journalists thus view V-NIEUWS as a threat to their audiences rather than to themselves. Alternative journalists, however, are truly concerned about V-NIEUWS entering an already highly competitive media market in which they are struggling to keep up with much more resourceful traditional media. 
Research on right-wing news cultures tends to highlight their coherence and integration, describing how they “result from consistent practices or patterns of meaning making that emerge between and among the sites of production circulation, and consumption of conservative news” (Nadler and Bauer 2020, 245). Such consistency, scholars argue, allows right-wing news cultures to function properly and make it possible for “right-wing personalities to establish a profile, building a profitable career through speaking fees, lucrative book deals, and advertising on their own programs. As an integrated network, conservatives move among different types of organizations” (Dibranco 2020, 137). This study shows, however, that the consistency and stability of a right-wing news culture can also come to be threatened by prominent actors from within that very culture.
The Flemish right-wing news cultures breeding ground lies in the Flemish nationalist movement, whose members “include think tanks, student organisations, organsisers of Flemish nationalist events and organisations that are active in fields such as publishing, travel and adult education” (De Cleen 2015, 41). Within this movement, alternative media outlets and the VB are united not only by their common views on topics such as migration, gender, and Flemish independence but also by their shared antimedia populism directed against traditional media. The interviews show, however, that alternative journalists agree with the VB on journalism as a common target of criticism but not as a common production mode of communication. They are fine with the VB attacking the traditional press, but not with the party taking such attacks to a next level by creating something like a media outlet by themselves. One of the interviewed journalists argues that V-NIEUWS shows that despite the VB’s good relation to alternative media, the party does not trust them unconditionally when it comes to spreading their messages for them.

You had PAL NWS, Doorbraak, and they tried to use it in a way, but at a certain moment they just thought, yeah, let’s do it ourselves. So, I think they still use Doorbraak and PAL NWS to… Also as a channel to pull their messages, but there is still kind of a filter between them and the news outlet. … Those filters tend to be the same as Vlaams Belang, so in a way it’s not a real problem, but if you have a journalist who has more journalistic aspirations, it’s easier to have no filter at all. Even if the filter is thinking the same as you are, it is always easier to have no filter. (Journalist 1, pers. comm., October 16, 2024)

V-NIEUWS shows, therefore, how a right-wing news culture can be destabilized from the inside by one of its most powerful actors and through one of the most important logics binding it together. By establishing V-NIEUWS based on shared anti-media populist grievances, the VB does not betray the news culture’s premises, but it does disrupt the familiar division of work through which such grievances are usually operationalized. The launch of V-NIEUWS makes it possible to see how different actor groups negotiate the role of journalism and of the far-right movement within the Flemish right-wing news culture. V-NIEUWS’ pseudo-independence marks it as an attempt to artificially create what PAL NWS and Doorbraak are organically: Flemish right-wing news produced independently from a political party. Alternative journalists’ reactions to V-NIEUWS illustrates the working of a Flemish right-wing news culture whose members are engaged in constant processes of meaning-making. One of the mechanisms that makes this news culture cohere becomes particularly visible when one of its members attempts to fake it.
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