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In many parts of the world, an 
investigative journalist’s work—
uncovering corruption or battling 

misinformation—is fraught with 
risk. But that risk is often chillingly 
compounded by the simple fact of 
being a woman. Not only are women 
journalists vulnerable to the standard 
tools of intimidation, harassment, 
imprisonment, and murder, they are 
also disproportionately at risk of 
sexual assault, silencing and shaming 
—with many of these crimes not 
reported due to powerful cultural 
and professional stigmas. Today, this 
harassment is not only in person, it is 
online as well.

Perhaps it’s no coincidence that 
the UNESCO/Guillermo Cano World 
Press Freedom Prize – for the advance 
or defence of press freedom in the 
face of danger – has gone to women 
journalists for the last two years. Both 
recipients embody the threats facing 
women journalists all over the globe.

In 2021, the prize went to Maria 
Ressa the investigative reporter and 
co-founder and CEO of Rappler. Ressa 
won the Nobel peace prize that year 
too, the first journalist to be awarded 
the prize since 1935. In her fearless 
reporting, Maria Ressa sustained a 
campaign of gendered online abuse, 
threats, and harassment. At one point 
she was receiving over 90 abusive 
messages an hour on Facebook. 

Jineth Bedoya, the Colombian 
investigative journalist, won the 
accolade in 2020. Bedoya was 
abducted and raped unearthing a 
story on arms trafficking in 2000. 
She endured a horrifying kidnap 
ordeal just three years later, at the 
hands of militants from the former 

Women Journalists 
on the Frontline: 
A silenced journalist mutes the voices of 
the people and curbs their right to know
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Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia.  For more 
than twenty years, Bedoya has campaigned to end sexual 
violence against women. 

Both women have joined forces with UNESCO to 
protect women journalists – Ressa’s case was featured 
in UNESCO’s groundbreaking 2021 survey the Chilling: 
global trends in online violence against women; and 
the preliminary findings of this survey were mentioned 
in the historic ruling of the Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights on Jineth Bedoya’s case. In its judgment, 
the Court found that there was evidence of involvement 
of the Colombian State in the acts of physical, sexual 
and psychological torture against the journalist. Bedoya 
has also worked with UNESCO to raise awareness about 
violence against women journalists and its impact on 
freedom of the press in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Thanks to its Multi-Donor Programme on Freedom 
of Expression and Safety of Journalists (MDP), from 2018 
to 2021, UNESCO has been able to massively step up its 
long-standing commitment to raising awareness of gender-
specific risks, providing on-the-ground support to mitigate 
them.

UNESCO’s MDP has strengthened existing training 
activities and national mechanisms which monitor and 
report on journalists’ safety in order to ensure they 
include tools that are specifically tailored to the threats 
facing women, and that governments are responding 
appropriately. There is now a powerful network of these 
crucial monitoring, protection and training programmes 
across the five regions where the MDP is active, as well as 
globally.

In Iraq, user-testing of such services has been 
particularly beneficial. It transpired that a flagship national 
phone-line - set up in 2020 for women journalists to report 
the high levels of harassment they faced – was not fully 
living up to its purpose. With MDP funding, UNESCO’s 
Baghdad Office surveyed 2,200 women journalists and 
discovered that an overwhelming majority (95%) found 
the service’s advice, to go to the police to obtain a case 
number, was problematic. Not only did these women risk 

their reputation and the reputation 
of their family by visiting a police 
station, but they were anxious 
about potential threats at the 
police station itself.  

The conclusion was that 
for the service to be of benefit, 
complaints needed to be seen by 
a judge in court rather than in a 
police station. The Field Office 
negotiated and launched a revised 
service – a Digital Reporting 

Platform – alongside the Minister of the Interior, the High 
Judiciary Council, the Ministry of Justice, the Human 
Rights Committee, the Iraqi National Committee of Safety 
of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity, and the Iraqi 
Journalists Syndicate. As a result of this pivot, demand 
has surged for the revised Digital Reporting Platform. In 
response to the higher number of cases, 20 extra judges, 
trained in crimes against journalists – both men and 
women - have been appointed. 

In Palestine, during the Gaza Emergency Response 
in May 2021, a two-month assessment by UNESCO’s 
Ramallah Office revealed that the stresses of the conflict, 
combined with the pandemic and home-schooling 
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The publication of The 
Chilling in 2021 was the most 
ambitious piece of UNESCO’s 
global advocacy work to date 
in the field of protection of 
women journalists. 

The result of two years’ work, this landmark research 
paper examined global trends in the new frontier of 
violence against women journalists: online.  

Thanks to the MDP’s contribution, and by partnering 
with the International Centre for Journalists (ICFJ), 901 
journalists working in 125 countries, among which 714 
identified as women, were surveyed to create a study that 
was the first of its kind in both scope and methodology, and 
which was picked up across the global media, including 
in The Guardian, Al Jazeera, Le Monde, Lusa, The 
Washington Post, CNN, RTVE, and BBC World Service. 

The paper’s headlines made sobering reading: 73% 
of women journalists had experienced violence online, 
ranging from harassment and individual threats of death, 
violence or assault – to coordinated, collectivised slurs, 

children, had exacerbated existing mental and physical 
pressures on women journalists. With support through the 
MDP, UNESCO was able to deliver crucial psycho-social 
support services to meet these needs: running workshops 
for 80 journalists - 34 women, and 46 men - throughout 
October and November 2021. 

Ms. Sujoud Shakhsa, a journalist attending, shared 
her experience: “The psychological support session was 
wonderful. We as journalists needed something like this for 
a long time…. We had the chance to listen to the problems 
of others; we benefited from their experiences and their 
perspectives; we learnt how to deal with some of our 
problems.  We emptied the pressures and question marks 
inside us and found solutions through these sessions”.

Crucially, it was through observation during the group 
sessions that expert counsellors were able to identify 
women who were unable to vocalise their need for help 
and offer them desperately needed one-to-one support. 
“We saw cases of stress that don’t show” says Hala Tannous 
from UNESCO’s Ramallah Office. “These women smiled, 
they were really active, but deep inside they were really 
hurt and burnt.” Men were trained, too– “to understand 
women better, to understand their feelings, their 
challenges, and how to support each other, as colleagues” 
said Tannous.

Photojournalist Nidal Al-Wheidi found the sessions 
helped: “The sessions had a positive impact on us as 

journalists who work in the field and have covered many 
wars. It was an opportunity to release what was inside 
us to qualified trainers who listened to our cases, and 
our internal problems. We hope that such training will 
continue to be supported and held in our area.  We have 
moved on, time has passed, but we still hear the sounds of 
planes flying in the sky of the Gaza Strip, the cries and the 
distant bombing. Those sessions helped us to cope with 
those feelings.” 

The work was deemed so successful and important 
that UNESCO is creating a Handbook for Journalists – 
with guidance on symptoms of stress or trauma, coping 
strategies and where to find support. The handbook will be 
available across the Middle East published in both Arabic 
and English. In 2022, UNESCO published a further report 
on the impact of trauma reporting, both on journalists 
and on those people whose stories they tell at times of 
emotional distress.

Over the last four years, the challenges facing women 
journalists have intensified, both online and offline. 
UNESCO has worked to identify and counter these threats, 
developing programmes and toolkits to support them. 
There is still a lot of work to be done.

insults and threats.  Importantly, 20% of respondents 
linked online violence they’d suffered to subsequent 
offline, physical attacks. Indicating how direct a correlation 
there is between the online sphere and real world assault: 
what we permit online tends to spill over.
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Radio is a lifeline for local and particularly 
remote communities in mountainous Nepal, 
where a network of over 400 localized stations 

reaches a far higher proportion of the population than the 
Internet does (95% versus up to 70% online). 

It is also a tested way of both disseminating and 
gathering critical, life-saving, local information: ‘Nepal 
faces different kinds of disasters, from earthquakes to 
landslides and floods,’ says Nirjana Sharma, Programme 
Coordinator, UNESCO Nepal. ‘In the earthquake of 2015, 
radio worked as a bridge between the people in affected 
areas and the government, providing crucial information to 
help rescue teams pinpoint where people might be buried 
under the debris, or those who might need food and other 
materials.’ 

In rural areas particularly, radio is the main medium 
for people to receive information. ‘And since the 
community radio stations are based within a community, 
the content can be tailored to that place’s specific needs,’ 
Sharma explains. 

It was during the COVID pandemic however that 
community radio really came into its own as a trusted 
source of public health information while countries went 
into lockdown and unsubstantiated public health messages 
started circulating or being misreported. ‘One million 
listeners heard our UNESCO COVID messages,’ says 
Sharma. ‘When the government enforced the shutdown 
in Nepal, there was a big panic: everything was closed 

and people were uncertain what was 
going to happen. Most of the authentic 
information about COVID was relayed 
only in English in the beginning, 
so having our messages translated 
into Nepali and made available for 
broadcasters - that was really important.’

In Nepal, in common with 
countries such as the Gambia, Burundi 
or Myanmar, community radios are a 

vital resource and an effective way of reaching otherwise 
isolated communities. In Mongolia, it has emerged as a 
crucial conduit to the significant numbers living nomadic 
or semi-nomadic lifestyles.

In these countries however, the community media 
sector is not formally recognized in law as distinct from 
public and commercial broadcasters. As a result, there 
is little or no support either from authorities or at local 
level. This lack of legal framework renders community 
radio vulnerable: preventing any agreed-upon definition 
of community broadcasting, limiting the allocation of 
frequencies, and resulting in a fragmented industry that 
lacks regulation and funding. 

The UNESCO-led advocacy work conducted by 
broadcasters in recent years is bearing fruits. For example, 
in Burundi, the Ministry of Communication is piloting an 
ambitious reform of the law on media and the 

 Community
Radio Matters
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regulatory environment of community media. In Mongolia, 
the Community Radio Association (CRAMO) advocates 
since 2019 for better support - a campaign that resulted 
in governors announcing they would provide income 
and workspaces for community broadcasters within all 
local authorities from 2020 onwards. The Parliament 
also adopted a broader Strategy for Community Radio 
Sustainable Development (2019-2022). 

In conflict zones, community radio is an indispensable 
lynchpin, unique for its capacity to convey vital and trusted 
information to often-rural communities. Operations 
are vulnerable though, with radio workers among those 
who have to flee when conflict erupts, leaving stations 
abandoned. Local organizations that UNESCO supports, 
such as the Community Media Network of South Sudan 
(CoMNeTS), enable these media to face such challenges. 

CoMNeTS is a national non-governmental and non-profit 
organization founded in 2016 by a group of professional 
radio journalists that has grown to become the umbrella for 
30 community radio stations. In 2020 alone, it trained 150 
journalists from community media stations across South 
Sudan in peace journalism, citizen journalism, safety and 
mobile reporting. 

In this manner, since 2018, the MDP allows UNESCO 
to support the long-term sustainability of community 
media in Bangladesh, Burundi, Gambia, Mongolia, 
Myanmar, Nepal, South Sudan, and Tunisia. Josephine 
Achiro, Chairperson of the CoMNeTS, observed that it was 
only thanks to this support that a number of community 
radio stations in South Sudan have avoided permanent 
closure and could keep going public debate on matters of 
local concern.

Working alongside 
Community Radio Stations

The MDP allowed UNESCO to provide dedicated 
trainings to staff, journalists and managers of 30 radio 
stations in the country, empowering them to continue 
serving their communities with reliable information 
that answered to the local priorities and matters. 

Globally, UNESCO’s Multi-Donor Programme 
strengthened a total of 370 community radio stations 
in 2021. The largest cluster was in Nepal, with 270 
stations. Elsewhere in Asia, activities benefited to 
18 stations in Bangladesh, 9 in Mongolia and 2 in 
Myanmar. African nations also received capacity 
building support, with 9 stations in the Gambia, 22 in 
Tunisia, and 10 in Burundi.

In South Sudan, community radio stations are an 
essential means of information, particularly for rural 
and marginalized populations. Unlike commercial 
media, their capacity to broadcast in local languages 
such as Dinka, Kakwa, or Muru allows them to reach a 
wide audience and to deliver well-tailored topics. 

But community radio in the country is facing 
several issues. Inadequate funding is the main 
challenge; yet these stations are also affected in their 
day to day operations by limited capacity, lack of 
equipment, lack of electricity, insecurity in some parts 
of the country and natural disasters like floods. 
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Why celebrate  
World Radio Day?

Ahmed Abdulkedir Yarou-Ahmed Sadek, a 
radio producer in Somalia, can’t help but smile 
when he talks about his latest programme, 
dedicated to local farmers and herders. “I’m 
really proud to produce this show”, he says 
with passion. “The programme provides critical 
information on topics from fishing to farming, 
nutrition, livestock and water scarcity. It’s 
important for environmental protection and 
people really need it.” 

Like Yarou-Ahmed Sadek, journalists, 
producers, broadcasters, and audiences around 
the globe celebrate on 13 February a media they 
favor when celebrating annual World Radio 
Day. In 2021, a record 128 countries participated 
in the event. The event’s growing popularity 
reflects the medium’s uninterrupted  relevance.

110 years after its invention, radio remains 
the most widely consumed medium globally. 
It provides a platform for diverse voices to 
speak out, be represented and heard. “Without 
radio, the right to information and freedom 
of expression and with them fundamental 
freedoms would be weakened. As would cultural 
diversity, since community radio stations are 
the voices of the voiceless” said Audrey Azoulay, 
Director-General of UNESCO, on the 2021 
celebration. The flourishment of information 
and communication technologies all along the 
century did not relegate radio but instead served 
as a springboard for new delivery ways, such as 
podcasting, streaming, DAB+, etc.

World Radio Day is an International Day 
proclaimed by UNESCO and acclaimed by the 
UN General Assembly. The event is also the 
occasion to bring together policymakers and 
broadcasters to enhance networking, favorable 
regulations and international cooperation.

In 2021, Pope Francis, the Government 
of Canada or country Presidents such 
as Emmanuel Macron have relayed the 
messages on the airwaves, in the press 
and social networks, helping the hashtags 
#WorldRadioDay and #DiaMundialdelaRadio 
to reach number 1 globally. On all social media 
combined, the 2021 campaign has reached 
a potential of 200 million people with the 
message of Radio and Trust.
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Never before in human history has a global pandemic 
happened when so many of us have had so much 
access to unmediated information. 

The key work of any global public health campaign is 
to save lives by providing verified and reliable information 
to the public about a disease’s origin, spread, incidence; 
symptoms and treatments; and governmental responses. 

That the majority of us now use social media – and 
have thereby been exposed to a giddying number of 
inaccurate, unreliable or misleading messages about 
COVID-19, running from the skeptic to the dystopian – has 
made that life-saving task difficult. Disinformation about 
the pandemic has repeatedly created confusion and anxiety 
about what steps people should take to keep themselves 
and loved ones safe. 

In addition, some governments’ legislation to curb 
disinformation was, in itself, problematic: with several 
countries declaring states of emergency or adopting 
new laws to fight disinformation that resulted in serious 
restrictions of citizens’ fundamental right to freedom of 
expression. 

To combat this disinfodemic, UNESCO’s Multi-
Donor Programme has built on its existing networks 
and programmes to deliver specific COVID-19 webinars, 
trainings and capacity building, with countries and regions 
tailoring their own responses to their own contexts. This 
included the setting up of a series of ambitious webinars 
with partners including Oxford University and the Inter-

American Court of Human Right 
and the African Court on Human 
and People’s Rights. This work 
leveraged UNESCO’s experience 
delivering trainings in this area 
since 2013 – from which 23,000 
judicial actors and civil society 
representatives have benefitted.

During the webinars, experts 
raised awareness of the role of 
the judiciary in protecting such 
freedoms. Guilherme Canela, 

Chief, Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists 
Section, UNESCO addressed the judiciary: “In these 
[times] of enormous uncertainty, we need rights to be 
protected even more, we need more transparency, more 
accountability. A free and plural press, privacy, access to 
public information, the proper functioning of the internet  
– are all fundamental questions in which you judicial 
operators have a fundamental role in your countries.” 

Perhaps the most stark, current evidence of 
disinformation is in the global mistrust of the efficacy 
and safety of COVID-19 vaccines. Such mistrust has 
consequences not only for individuals and healthcare 
systems, in hospitalizations and deaths, but also for 
attempts to halt viral spread and the emergence of new 
variants. To respond to this risk, UNESCO rolled out 
a series of courses for journalists on what they need 

Seldom has the truth 
mattered more, to 
more people
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to know in covering COVID-19 vaccines, as part of its 
#CoronavirusFacts project, whose creation had been made 
possible by the MDP’s fundraising efforts. As an example, 
over 30,000 journalists, fact checkers and communicators 
from 157 countries were trained in 2021 on COVID-19 
coverage and security measures, through online courses 
with University of Texas.

Furthermore, as a result of the pandemic and its 
restrictions, coupled with a new appetite for information 
and the amount of unverified information circling around, 
journalism was re-fashioned overnight. Even the best-oiled 
news operations struggled to adjust to the realities of news 
gathering when the virus hit, but in places such as Iraq, 
and Yemen, where journalists have for years specialized in 
conflict, the pivot felt even more sudden. 

In conflict zones, where healthcare infrastructure is 
already fragile, the odds against anyone falling critically 
unwell could be dire. The need for professional and local 
journalism had never been greater. Yet, knowledge of how 
to report science stories was low, and the risk of infection 
borne by journalists themselves, in carrying out their 
duties, was often high.

In Yemen, UNESCO’s MDP partnered with the 
regional organization Arab Reporters for Investigative 
Journalism (ARIJ) to organize three capacity-building 
webinars for journalists. It trained journalists in how to 
keep themselves safe while reporting on the virus, how to 
cover scientific stories, and how to distinguish between 
real and ‘fake news’. Yemeni journalist Ahmed Baidar said 
“We learnt all about safety measures to consider while 
covering COVID-19, as well as how to cover scientific 
stories, which really improved my ability to cover 
COVID-19 in Yemen. Finally, it also helped me distinguish 
between real and “fake” news”. 

In Iraq, the MDP and the #CoronavirusFacts, an 
European Union-funded project implemented by UNESCO, 
supported workshops to ensure journalists’ physical 
safety from the disease and to fight misinformation. These 
trained around 1, 500 journalists and public officials, with 
guidelines and training materials specifically tailored 

for Iraq. One focus was how to use fact checking tools to 
create accurate, factual reports and not to spread false 
information from unreliable sources. “Even for journalists, 
it was so difficult to accept the idea that there was 
COVID-19 at the start of the pandemic” said Dhea Subhee 
from UNESCO’s Office in Baghdad. 

In East Africa, there were common risks across the 
region, so trainings were open to journalists from Kenya, 
Uganda, Tanzania and Ethiopia. There, the focus was 
more exclusively on journalists’ safety and security, with 
editors joining webinars to learn and share experiences on 
the independence of media and the importance of digital, 
physical, psychological and psychosocial support. 

Muthoki Mumo, Representative for Eastern and 
Southern Africa in the Committee to Protect Journalists 
(CPJ) urged the East African Editors Forum to create 
solidarity among countries. She stressed that this would 
give a voice to the plight of other journalists under attack 
as well as create well-coordinated regional structures 
and safe havens for journalists who required physical 
protection. 

Then, in 2021, UNESCO’s MDP and #CoronavirusFacts 
project delivered a three-month long training for 
journalists and bloggers from across 14 African countries. 
Journalists were trained to cover health issues in Kenya, 
Uganda, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, 
South Africa, Madagascar, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Cameroon, Nigeria, Ghana and Senegal who were 
engaged on how to cover health issues. “What I liked the 
most about this training was translating health science into 
a simple language. For me, this was the most illuminating 
topic. I am now equipped with a number of simplified 
terms to use in the context of COVID-19 reporting” said 
Stephen Chinyama, a journalist at Power FM in Zambia.

It has been a huge battle to ensure that a wide range 
of people, from judges to journalists, are equipped with 
the best tools to fight disinformation and ensure freedom 
of expression. Armed with these tools, the hope is that 
they can be equipped to use the same rigour and resources 
when it comes to all content creation. This is particularly 
urgent as countries such as Palestine and Kenya prepare 
for elections, where the battle for verifiable and accurate 
information is vital to democratic outcomes. 
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The UN Plan of Action on the 
Safety of Journalists and the 
Issue of Impunity: 10 years on

It is now 10 years since the UN Chief Executives 
Board endorsed the UN Plan of Action on the Safety 
of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity, stating that: 

“without freedom of expression, and particularly freedom 
of the press, an informed, active and engaged citizenry is 
impossible”. 

The interagency Plan for the first time provided 
impetus and funding for a sustained, coordinated 
framework to address the threats facing journalists. It 
also recognized how crucial this work was to the delivery 
of other development objectives: democratic governance 
and poverty reduction; conservation of the environment; 

gender equality and the empowerment of women; justice 
and a culture of human rights. 

It set out to increase the ambition, cooperation and 
effectiveness of national, regional and international 
organizations in working towards a safe and free working 
environment for journalists.  

It has provided a powerful, prominent focal point for 
international and localized action and has contributed to 
the adoption of resolutions and declarations by the UN 
Security Council, the UN General Assembly, the Human 
Rights Council, the UN Crime Congress, the UNESCO 
General Conference and by regional organizations. The 
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UN Plan of Action now has a dedicated indicator in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 16.10.1), with robust 
work programmes spanning awareness-raising, monitoring 
and reporting, academic research, standard-setting and 
policymaking, capacity-building and coalition-building. 

UNESCO spearheads the implementation of the UN 
Plan, and its work to advance it has been recognized by 
partners and donors: 

“Even though the issue of protecting journalists 
is handled and discussed in many UN agencies and 
other international fora, it is within UNESCO –  with 
its outspoken mandate of the Communication and 
Information Sector – that core discussions on development 
within the area can be held,” said representatives from 
Sida and the Swedish government, adding that the Plan 
of Action provided “a framework to keep countries 
accountable, at the same time as having capacity 
and methods to support duty bearers to fulfil their 
commitments in the best way.” 

The UN Plan of Action’s 10th anniversary will be 
commemorated in Vienna, Austria, in November 2022, 
following regional consultations, to strengthen and instill 
new energy in its coalitions and implementation in the face 
of new and ever-growing threats to journalists and freedom 
of expression. 

Ahead of the commemoration, here’s a list of some 
key initiatives supported by the MDP which have made 
possible the progress of the UN Plan of Action on the 
Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity:

Safety of Journalists
UNESCO delivers numerous projects and global 

initiatives within its Multi-Donor Programme on Freedom 
of Expression and Safety of Journalists (MDP) to support 
Member States to provide a safer environment for 
journalists. 

Through programmes in Palestine, for example, 
women journalists received training to ensure their 
physical as well as psychological safety. The campaign 
#IzharMeraHaq (express my right) in Pakistan engaged 
thousands on social media to exercise their rights to 
freedom of expression and understanding of access to 
information. 

High profile survivors of attacks on women journalists, 
online and offline,  including Maria Ressa and Carole 
Cadwalladr were featured in The Chilling – a prominent 
research paper from UNESCO and the International 
Center for Journalists which Sweden says represented an 
important contribution to ‘global knowledge’ – outlined 
the scale and level of online violence against women 
journalists. It revealed that a staggering 73% of women 
journalists have experienced violence online.

Despite huge progress, media workers continue to 
be killed, detained, attacked and intimidated. UNESCO’s 
Observatory of killed journalists recorded 455 killings of 
journalists between 2016 and 2021. This work is therefore 
more important than ever, and UNESCO has sounded the 
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alarm on persistently high impunity rates for journalist 
killers. The World Trends Report in Freedom of Expression 
and Media Development, which is supported by the MDP, 
shone a light on how independent journalism – the kind 
that favours public interest over political commercial or 
factional interests – is in peril.  The 2021/2022 edition of 
the World Trends Report also revealed that 87% of cases 
of killings of journalists recorded between 2006 and 2020 
remain unsolved. 

The MDP has supported national events and 
campaigns, particularly in commemoration of the 
International Day to End Impunity for Crimes Against 
Journalists, aimed at reinforcing partnerships and 
advocacy and strengthening political commitment towards 
the creation of a safe environment for media workers. 

The Hague Commitment to 
increase Safety of journalists

Close to 60 countries became signatories of the The 
Hague Commitment to increase the Safety of Journalists. 
Pledges included: to implement the commitments 
contained in the UN Action Plan; to prevent, investigate 
and prosecute violence against journalists nationally; 
to report on progress under the SDG national review 
processes; to respond to requests from UNESCO’s Director 
General on the judicial status of enquiries into journalists 
killed on their national soil; and to undertake independent 
investigation and prosecution of all forms of online and 
offline crimes against journalists and media workers. 

“There cannot be a participatory democracy, or a 
vibrant civil society, if journalists cannot do their work 
without being threatened, or without being marginalized 
or let’s be honest, without being killed. It’s one of the very 
few jobs in the world where if you do your job normally 
you can get killed. And that is something which for us is 
wholly unacceptable” said Ambassador Hans Wesseling, 
Permanent Delegate of the Netherlands to UNESCO. 

All participating countries signed the joint-
communiqué that expressed deep alarm at “the targeted 
killings, threats, intimidation, harassment, unlawful 
detention and legal pressure against journalists and media 
workers, including through domestic legislation, in an 
effort to silence them, as well as the prevailing high rate 
of impunity for attacks against journalists, as reflected in 
the UNESCO Director-General’s Report on the Safety of 
Journalists and the World Trends Report on Freedom of 
Expression and Media Development.”

Global Drive for Media 
Freedom and Safety of 
Journalists

Alongside the Hague Commitment, the Netherlands 
announced 7 million Euros of funding for the issue – 
funding which underpinned the subsequent Global Drive 
for Media Freedom and Safety of Journalists initiative, 
which was launched at the 2021 World Press Freedom 
Conference. 

This initiative sets out to persuade more countries to 
use and implement existing international standards. “We 
very much hope that many more countries will answer this 
call” said Bahia Tahzib-Lie, Netherlands Human Rights 
Ambassador. 

The Global Drive is jointly implemented by UNESCO 
and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (OHCHR), marking a new level of 
collaboration between the two agencies. 

UNESCO is employing 
these funds to upscale the 
agency’s existing Multi-Donor 
Programme on Freedom of 
Expression and Safety of 
Journalists – which has active 
workstreams in 30 countries, 
focusing efforts on Prevention, 
Protection and Prosecution, 
three key routes to ensuring 
journalists can work without 
duress. Special attention is 
paid to women journalists, 
access to information and 
ending impunity for crimes 
against journalists.

The funding is also expanding its training courses for 
legal professionals. Since 2013, UNESCO and partners 
have trained over 23,000 judicial actors (including judges, 
prosecutors and lawyers) worldwide on international and 
regional human rights standards, including on the safety 
of journalists. This includes regional trainings that have 
already been delivered across Africa and Latin America 
& the Caribbean, and, beginning in June 2022, there will 
be the first regional training for judges across the Arab 
Region.

It is also training law enforcement officers, who are 
often unfamiliar with the importance of press freedom, 
or how to prevent politically motivated attacks on 
media workers. OHCHR is directing funds to country 
and regional offices to increase impact on the ground, 
especially during elections, protests, and armed conflict. 

“We commend UNESCO’s work on the training of 
judges and judicial actors to protect the right to freedom 
of expression. This is an important part of the fight against 
impunity for crimes against journalists and for ensuring the 
legal protection of journalists” says Ambassador Per Egil 
Selvaag, Permanent Delegate of Norway to UNESCO.

UNESCO has signed 6 
Memoranda of Understanding 
with regional human rights 
courts and international 
institutions between 2018 and 
2021:

• The African Court on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights

• The Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights

• The ECOWAS Court of Justice
• The Ibero-American 

Association of Public 
Prosecutors

• The International Association 
of Prosecutors

• The Brazilian School of Judges
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Secondee Programme
The Norwegian Government has not only provided 

direct funding through the MDP, but also an in-kind 
contribution by pioneering a secondee programme since 
2010 that has seen communications and information 
experts deployed in countries undergoing or recovering 
from crises. The scheme is a collaboration with Norwegian 
Capacity, a government-funded branch of the Norwegian 
Refugee Council. Under the programme, professionals have 
been seconded to UNESCO Offices in Ethiopia, Lebanon, 
Pakistan, Haiti, Kenya, Liberia, Libya, Myanmar, Somalia 
and South Sudan. 

Lydia Gachungi is currently deployed as Regional 
Adviser on Safety of Journalists based at the UNESCO 
Liaison Office to the African Union and UNECA (The 
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa) in Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia. “There is no doubt that my deployment 
has helped UNESCO take the lead in significantly putting 
press freedom and the safety of journalists on the national, 
regional and international agenda, through a multi-

stakeholder approach and the establishment of frameworks 
for coordination and collaboration at different levels,” 
Gachungi says. 

“My deployment has also succeeded in contributing 
to [the creation of ] national and regional awareness about 
issues pertaining to media legislation and, more directly, 
regarding the safety of journalists and the issue of impunity 
in Eastern Africa – for example through the support lent to 
the review of the 2016 Somalia Media Law.” 

Other key achievements of the secondee scheme in 
Africa alone include the African Union hosting its first 
global media forum; the replication of the Council of 
Europe (CoE) platform on Promoting Journalism and SoJ 
in Africa; the creation of national coordination mechanisms 
for safety of journalists; and the positioning of UNESCO 
as the lead UN agency on freedom of expression, safety of 
journalists and media freedom and development in Africa. 
This was achieved through the coordination of national 
media sector working groups, the facilitation of media 
forums such as the One UN in Kenya, or the launch of the 
World Trends Report.
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“Media reform is one of the pillars that is a 
requirement for Sudan’s quest for democracy” 
says Hind Hilmi, Assistant Professor of Mass 
Communication at University of Khartoum, while 
explaining what reforming media laws could mean 
in Sudan. 

The work on media law reform, in which UNESCO 
has been participating with the support of the 
Multi-Donor Programme, has involved studying 

existing media laws and drafting revised laws to ensure 
that they met international standards. UNESCO continues 
supporting the development of Sudan’s media law, which, 
in the words of Hilmi has been “difficult and satisfying.”

The Multi-Donor Programme has been active in Sudan 
since 2019. In December 2020 a ministerial decree was 
issued to form the Sudan Media Reform Committee to 
oversee media law reform. Hind Hilmi, who is an Assistant 
Professor of Mass Communication at University of 
Khartoum, was one of the Committee members. 

“The Committee worked on a voluntary basis and had 
to sit for hours and hours to finish the job. There were 
many challenges but, in the end, the drafting was over. The 

Media law reform 
A requirement for Sudan’s quest for democracy 

most important part was getting the journalists involved in 
writing the laws and adding their recommendations, since 
they are practitioners and they have been working under a 
dictatorial regime for the last thirty years. Their ambitions 
were great and they were enthusiastic about the exercise.” 

The project brought together partners across Sudan 
- including the Ministry of Information, UNESCO, 
journalists, the Faculty of Law at the University of 
Khartoum and the Sudan Media Reform Committee. 

The Sudanese media laws that were revised included 
the Law on the Protection of Journalists, Radio and 
Television Law and the Access to Information Law. 
Each law was drafted and amended, then later formed 
the backbone of discussions that took place in different 
governates in Sudan. Reforming these laws will reap huge 
benefits, according to Hilmi. “The change in media laws 
will reflect a society that entertains freedom of expression 
and the right to acquire information and will reveal 
corruption and malpractices.” 

Partners also attended workshops run by UNESCO, 
which have been rolled out across Sudan since 2019: “I 
had the opportunity to attend the workshop conducted 
by UNESCO about Eradicating Hate Speech which was 
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beneficial in post-conflict regions 
such as Sudan after signing the 
Juba Peace agreement. People were 
expected to overcome war atrocities 
and come together to build new 
peaceful Sudan.”

But sometimes, unstable 
political situations force a stop to 
UNESCO’ work. This was the case 
in Sudan when on 25 October 2021, 
the military took over the control 
of the government. Unfortunately, 
Hilmi says “the current political 
situation affected the whole process 
of democratisation and stopped most 
of the activities that were scheduled 
after 25 October 2021. Many visits to 
the provinces and workshops were 
not conducted.” Hilmi stresses how 
progress made by UNESCO and 
partners must continue when the 
situation stabilises: “I urge UNESCO 
and its partners to resume its work on 
this crucial project of media reforms 
because of its dire importance.”

Hilmi concludes that 
“As a University Professor of 
Communication, it was a great 
experience to work closely with other 
experts in media reform because this 
will impact positively on our society 
and on students who are tomorrow’s 
media practitioners. Yet the dawn 
of democracy is yet to be reached in 
Sudan.”

Having a free, independent media 
that serves the public interest is one of 
the pillars of democracy – it ensures 
journalists can report without fear or 
bias, and that citizens can make 
informed choices, not least about 
how they vote.   

In the period from 2018-
2021, UNESCO, through its 
Multi-Donor Programme on 
Freedom of Expression and 
Safety of Journalists (MDP), has 
provided technical support and 
policy advice and has advocated 
for media law reforms in 18 
countries across Africa, the Arab 
Region, Asia & the Pacific, and 
Latin America & the Caribbean. 
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The growing and urgent threat posed to 
societies by the rise of disinformation and 
misinformation and the misuse of social 

media has repeatedly made global headlines in 
recent years. In 2007, election violence in Kenya 
left 1,200 dead according to Reuters, which 
revealed that misinformation, if allowed to go 
unchallenged, can be a matter of life and death. 
This is especially a concern in countries where the 
“Information Revolution” has triggered the most 
profound shifts in the manner, the modality and 
the quantity of media people consume. 

With its media and information literacy 
programmes, UNESCO is in the vanguard of global 
efforts to bring significant changes at the policy or 
individual level. The ability to verify the source, 
credibility, accuracy and purpose of stories and 
information is becoming widely accepted as being 
as fundamental to any definition of human rights 
and freedoms, as reading and writing are. 

In Kenya, UNESCO has worked during 

Do you 
trust 
what you 
watch or 
read? 
The importance of media 
and information literacy

the past three years with 
Kenyan youth leaders, media 
professionals, parliamentarians 
and religious leaders to 
encourage the government 
to adopt a Draft MIL Policy 
and Strategy Document. 
Specific training sessions were 
conducted for leaders from 
Christian, Muslim and Hindu 
faiths, delivered with the Media 
Council of Kenya. ‘Religious 
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leaders and media reach many people and a partnership 
between the two bodies can only be advantageous,’ said 
Mary Ann Mwangi, from St Paul’s University who attended 
the webinar for religious leaders.

A gathering was also organized for key legislators 
from the Parliamentary Committee on Information and 
Communication and Technology regarding the draft 
MIL Policy and Strategy Document for Kenya. Professor 
Levi Obonyo, Dean of the School of Communication and 
Journalism at Daystar said that ‘such national policies 
and strategies are fundamental to safeguarding the public 
interest, as the public will be trained on how to interrogate 
news and information they come across.”

Ian Ogonji, founder and CEO of the Kenyan website 
Youthing described the UNESCO training as “super 
informative and eye opening” and Winnie Wadera from 
Reducing HIV in Adolescents and Youth said it was 
“imperative young people were equipped with critical 
thinking”. 

In Nigeria, the UNESCO field office persuaded the 
National Commission of Colleges of Education to embed 
media and information literacy as a compulsory component 
of all teacher trainings. In 2020 alone UNESCO trained 
teachers from over 100 different institutes in all six of 
Nigeria’s geopolitical zones. “It’s a huge achievement to 

get this mainstreamed into their 
curriculum,” said Yachat Sandra 
Nuhu, from the UNESCO Office in 
Abuja. 

A Nigerian teacher who 
attended the course said, “Media 
and information literacy offers 
effective strategies to tackle the 
sort of hate speech, fake news and 
misinformation that can foment 
radicalization and spark violence 

and conflict. It’s hugely important.”
Its importance is growing, he continued: “Our 

forebearers’ culture was oral – we communicated through 
the beating of drums, town criers, whistling, bush burning 
and the like. Content now comes via the Internet, TV, radio, 
e-books, magazines, speeches and conferences. With media 
continuing to proliferate and the pace of technological 
change only set to increase, and people going online in 
ever growing numbers, having the ability to assess what 
information is reliable and relevant grows more important 
every day. It’s crucial for people to become active and 
critical citizens who can participate in civic life and 
democracy.” 
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For many governments, COVID-19 underscored exactly 
how important media and information literacy could be 
– with misinformation impeding public health messaging 
about everything from the origin of the pandemic to the 
effectiveness of vaccinations and social distancing. These 
are subjects about which inaccuracies and ambiguity can 
have fatal consequences. 

Mongolia was one country in which the virus 
encouraged stakeholders to take bolder actions. In 2021 
the Mongolian National Commission for UNESCO and 
the Press Institute of Mongolia gathered professionals 
in Ulaanbaatar to discuss how media and information 
literacy can contribute to addressing disinformation and 
hate speech, especially in times of emergency. The group 
drew up a national MIL policy and strategy that was later 
adopted by the government. 

As elsewhere, the pandemic resulted in Mongolian 
schools shifting teaching online. A training programme 

Global Media and information Literacy Week

media and information literacy for specific groups, 
including but not limited to youth, people with 
disabilities, children, and the elderly; and media and 
information literacy to combat climate and scientific 
disinformation and misinformation. There were 48 
events organized by 21 UNESCO Field Offices, and 
1,100 people registered for the feature conference 
and youth forum resulted in 10,000 views. UNESCO’s 
Twitter channel received 132,000 impressions and its 
Facebook page 83,000 views. 

On 25 March 2021, the UN General Assembly, in 
a resolution proclaiming the Global Week at UN level, 
confirmed UNESCO’s role as the leading international 
organization promoting MIL globally, and further 
cemented MIL as a mainstream and urgent public 
matter. Observing MIL Week is the opportunity for all 
countries to enhance awareness and to increase the 
diffusion of MIL.

strengthened the capacities of 188 education, media and 
civil society professionals on media and information 
literacy. However, the workshop also highlighted an area 
of concern, and a need for targeted action. “Parents mostly 
have no understanding of what their children are doing 
behind their computer screens or tablets,” said Wang 
Jingxiao, from the UNESCO Office in Beijing. “They 
just assume that they have classes. While it is good to 
know that efforts are being made to improve the media 
and information literacy of teachers and journalists – 
children are the most vulnerable groups to information 
manipulation, and the people who have most influence 
over them are their parents. It’s imperative we establish 
programmes and platforms for adults, especially parents of 
school-age children.”

In many ways, the pandemic has accelerated and 
aggravated the harm of misinformation. On the other hand, 
it has reaffirmed UNESCO’s efforts to expand actions to 
promote media and information literacy for all.

Against the backdrop of rising disinformation, 
political polarisation, escalating pace of technological 
change and digital platforms, and increased 
opportunities for discerning engagement, UNESCO’s 
Global Media and Information Literacy Week 
has never been more urgent and in demand. 2021 
marked the event’s tenth year, a major occasion for 
stakeholders to review and celebrate the progress 
achieved towards the goal of ‘Media and information 
Literacy for All’. The special focus for 2021 was media 
and information literacy for the public good. It saw a 
record number of nations participate: 85 countries in 
total, and with South Africa its host, 14 of them were 
African countries. Over 800 events were organized 
by partners around the world to celebrate the Week, 
167 among them being from Africa. 150 speakers, from 
heads of states to senior policy and decision-makers 
of governments and various stakeholder groups 
including digital communications platforms (among 
them were Twitter, WhatsApp, Google, and INGOs) 
- contributed to 25 thematic sessions. The sessions 
addressed topics such as spotlight on Africa; media 
and information literate citizens as change agents; 
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Nigerian children learn 
to become Media and 
Information Literate

Who will benefit from this message being 
transmitted? Who will lose or be affected by the 
information generated or shared? What freedom are 
you gaining by using certain information platforms? 
What freedoms are you losing? 

What details were left out, and why? Is the 
information balanced with different views -- or does it 
present only one side? Do you need more information 
to fully understand the message? 

How did the message make you feel? Do you think 
others might feel the same way? Would everyone feel 
the same, or would certain people disagree with you? 

These are many questions but they are necessary 
to achieve a more sustainable information, media 
and digital ecology. The questions listed here are 
not exhaustive. What questions would you add? 
Join the UNESCO MIL CLICKS initiative (https://
en.unesco.org/milclicks) as peer-educators of media 
and information literacy and share these and other 
questions with you networks on social media. 

Media and Information Literacy helps stimulate 
people’s critically thinking capacities in questioning 
the world around us and the information or content 
we access, create or transmit.

Who created this article or news piece? Was it a 
company? Was it an individual? (If so, who?) Was it 
a comedian? Was it an artist? Was it an anonymous 
source? Why do you think that? Why did they make 
it? Was it to inform you of something that happened 
in the world (for example, a news story)? Was it 
to change your minds or behavior? Was it to make 
you laugh (a funny meme)? Was it to get you to buy 
something (an ad)? 

Who is the message for? Is it for kids? Grown-
ups? Girls? Boys? People who share a particular 
interest? 

What techniques are being used to make this 
message credible or believable? Does it have statistics 
from a reputable source? Does it contain quotes from a 
subject expert? Does it have an authoritative-sounding 
voice-over? Is there direct evidence of the assertions 
it’s making? 
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en.unesco.org/themes/fostering-freedom-expression/mdp

About

Protect free, independent and pluralistic media, visit:

The Multi-Donor Programme on Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists (MDP) serves to further 
strengthen UNESCO’s work at a global, regional, and national levels, by channeling funds towards emerging 
priorities and the most pressing needs to achieve its mandate on freedom of expression. It enables UNESCO’s 
Communication and Information Sector to address complex issues through the design and implementation 
of holistic medium and long-term interventions at national, regional and global levels. The clear advantage of 
this mechanism is that it allows UNESCO and its partners to achieve greater impact and sustainability, whilst 
reducing fragmentation of activities in the same field.


