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 Editorial
2020 witnessed substantial challenges to freedom of expression

and access to information. The outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic around the world has impacted negatively, in several different 
ways, the media ecosystem, including by putting the safety of media 
workers at risk. Emergency measures taken by state authorities have at 
times restrained flows of information and hindered media workers from 
doing their job. The proliferation of disinformation, misinformation, and 
conspiracy theories during the health crisis hampered an effective public 
health response and created confusion and distrust among people. 

At a time where journalists were needed the most to address this crisis,  with 
small, local media outlets and community media playing a particular role, 
many independent media were facing critical declines in revenue, 
highlighting the need to address the viability of the media sector. At the 
same time, many pre-existing challenges to the free exercise of journalism 
remain, such as a legal environment not in line with international human 
rights standards, insecurity, threats, and violence from hostile state and 
non-state actors, and limitations to the right to access information.

Throughout the year, the Multi-Donor Programme on Freedom of Expression 
and Safety of Journalists (MDP) rose to meet these challenges and enhanced 
cooperation strategies to assist with the needs of the media and other 
concerned stakeholders in 21 countries and across Africa, Latin America & 
the Caribbean, as well as South-Eastern Europe and Turkey through regional 
actions. Building on previous achievements, long term experience and 
ongoing work, the MDP continued to strive for positive change in favour of 
freedom of expression, the safety of journalists, access to information, 
journalism education, media pluralism, community media sustainability and 
Media and Information Literacy (MIL).

The collection of stories presented here aims to highlight the impact of the 
MDP’s actions over the course of this challenging year. Through testimonies 
from beneficiaries and partners who aspire to improve freedom of expression 
and access to information locally, you will learn about the MDP’s multi-
faceted emergency response to the COVID-19 crisis. Through capacity-
building, the MDP supported journalists in several countries to learn how to 
protect their physical and mental health while reporting on the pandemic. This 
emergency response also involved ensuring local communities’ access to 
reliable information through support to community media, bolstering 
citizens’ resilience to the disinfodemic through Media and Information 
Literacy programmes, as well as journalism education through a global 
MOOC on debunking disinformation and reporting on the health crisis in a 
factual, scientific manner.

From Afghanistan, Hamdullah Arbab’s testimony showcases the Afghan 
Access to Information Commission’s work to ensure access to information, 
anti-corruption, freedom of speech and human rights issues are taken into 
account in the peace process. The story about South Sudan will show you 
the relevance of community media to inform, to educate, and to mediate 
within communities in conflict, especially in marginalized and hard-to-reach 
areas. From Iraq, three women police officers involved in the creation of a 
new safety mechanism for women journalists discuss their experience and 
challenges to the safety of journalists in their country. Finally, you will be 
able to follow Lut-Ochir (Lutaa) Vanganjil in Mongolia on his journey to 
integrate Media and Information Literacy into the nation’s education 
system. 

Through these stories, we hope you will be able to grasp some of the 
tangible impact of the MDP’s actions on the ground, and how 
UNESCO’s support bolsters the work of partners and beneficiaries in the 
field. 
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Supporting journalism around 

the world in times of COVID-19 

All around the world, the COVID-19 pandemic has taken a considerable toll on the media industry. 
While most countries face widely different realities, journalists everywhere today experience com-
mon challenges provoked by the pandemic. This feature sheds light on some of the ways COVID-19 

is affecting journalists and media workers worldwide, and how UNESCO’s Multi-Donor Programme on 
Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists has been supporting them in overcoming these hurdles and 
performing their jobs safely and efficiently.

Sanitary safety and mental health risks
Many journalists, if not most, are exposed to great sanitary risks when reporting on the health crisis, and 
few receive safety guidelines or protective gear. For Fady Elhassany, a 36-year-old freelance investigative 
journalist from Palestine, the risks linked to COVID-19 came to complicate pre-existing safety issues, such 
as the lack of safety equipment when covering conflict or protests for his online platform Last Story. He 
noted a general “absence of a culture of health safety” when journalists took to the streets during periods 
of complete confinement, regardless of the risks, and failed to adhere to safety guidelines on how to protect 
themselves and their interviewees: “journalists in the Palestinian Territories are accustomed to dealing 
with occupational safety rules for covering in places of conflict, but they have never dealt with rules or 
regulations that guarantee their health safety while covering affected areas”. 
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Prior to participating in a series of trainings organized by UNESCO on the 
safety of journalists and risk management, Mr Elhassany says that he had 
lacked knowledge about COVID-19-related safety protocols to follow in 
the field. Since then, he has gained the ability to pre-emptively determine 
risk factors and create contingency plans. He now feels confident he will be 
able to protect both himself and his team: “I had never had an integrated 
plan related to, for example, how to enter and exit to and from conflict 
areas, or how can I protect myself from ballistic attacks,  or how to deal 
with injured colleagues in the field and help them until the arrival of medical 
staff. But things have changed, and I can now deal with all these field risks 
in a major way and protect the press team that I supervise.” As a member 
of a Palestinian-based Safety Officers Network, set up with the support of 
UNESCO in 2019, Mr Elhassany has been able to share his knowledge 
and educate his colleagues: “I was able to guide and advise some fellow 
journalists on covering the coronavirus pandemic, and how to protect themselves. With the assurance that 
nothing is worth putting your life at risk for. And that your safety is more important than any news”. 

In South Sudan, journalists likewise often lack guidance on how to report within the context of the 
pandemic. According to Michael Duku, Executive Director at the Association for Media Development 
in South Sudan (AMDISS), this led to “a climate of fear”, which led many journalists to avoid reporting 
on COVID-19 from the field and “resulted into limited coverage of news and information let alone the 
education about the virus itself”. At the outset of the spread of COVID-19 in South Sudan, AMDISS joined 
forces with UNESCO and the South Sudanese Ministry of Health in order to equip local journalists with 
the skills to continue reporting, without compromising their health, through the development of safety 
guidelines and toolkits. 

Another aspect of the safety of journalists too often overlooked, but which became particularly relevant 
to address in light of the pandemic, were risks associated with mental health. In Myanmar, journalists 
learned about the wider implications to their psychosocial wellbeing of the tremendous pressure they face 
within the context of the pandemic. The series of trainings organized in 2020 with the Myanmar Press 
Council supported 49 journalists covering the pandemic, many without access to professional 
psychological support and unaware of the impact of mental health risks to their work. “I have learnt how to 
examine our mental resilience first and prepare ourselves before we go to the field which may be sensitive 
(like going to the conflict areas, or to interview the people who just suffered from trauma) and how to deal 
with the stressful situations”, said Mr Aung Aung Htoo, a journalist who works for Radio Free Asia’s 
Rakhine Programs. 

Mr Htoo has been a journalist for 3 years, and has faced many challenging situations in the field, ranging 
from verbal assault to physical safety risks due to the highly conflictive situation in Rakhine State. “I apply 
the knowledge that I learned from the training in my daily routines. As a result, I am capable of performing 
my work as a journalist better than I used to in the past”. 

“I was able to guide 
and advice some fellow 
jorunalists on covering 
the coronavirus 
pandemic, and how to 
protect themselves”
Fady Elhassany, 
freelance journalist from Palestine

Training of 
members of the 
Safety Officers 
Network in 
Palestine
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Fighting back against the “disinfodemic”
The constant and overwhelming flows of information and disinformation about COVID-19 means 
journalists must work under unprecedented pressure to verify the news they receive, to avoid and debunk 
all the myths, lies and false “remedies” which mostly spread online. Much of this debunking work is 
time consuming and many journalists are not specialized on the topic or are unaware of fact-checking 
resources, among other obstacles. But journalists are organizing themselves, sometimes via online 
groups and other networks, to support each other in their verification activities.

Amal Saqr is an investigative journalist specialized in political, cultural, economic matters and corruptions 
issues from Iraq. She is one of the 300 journalists that joined a training on the safety of journalists and 
disinformation in times of COVID-19 organized by UNESCO. She, above all, appreciated the knowledge 
she gained about countering disinformation: “the training that I received was very useful, because it 
offered means to reveal misleading information related to the coronavirus and how to confront it in order 
to protect people, and this is very important, especially in Iraq. It could save the lives of thousands, if 
not millions”. Ms Saqr adds that the training prompted journalists to organize themselves to dispel false 
information circulating about the pandemic, “The most important thing is that we, as trainees, have 
established a group to combat misinformation related to COVID-19, and there are good efforts that 
have been made. This group has drawn the attention of many parties to the need to do something similar, 
especially health institutions that have begun to establish electronic groups through various means of 
communication in order to refute any rumour or incorrect medical information about COVID-19 and the 
means to prevent it, I find that in itself an achievement that deserves to be appreciated”. 

Similarly, journalists in Yemen, a country experiencing one of the worlds’ worst humanitarian crisis, 
are particularly at risk, whether from contracting the virus, or by contributing to the spread of 
disinformation, which in its turn can intensify the conflict. That is why, in partnership with Arab Reporters 
for Investigative Journalists (ARIJ), UNESCO organized a training for local journalists on safety and 
ethics during the pandemic. It aimed at supporting scientific journalism and trained journalists on 
how to acquire the scientific knowledge to best inform the public and fight falsehoods, while 
equipping them with the adequate skills to protect themselves. 

Making sure local communities remain informed
Radio Sarabela is a community radio based in the northern district of Gaibandha in Bangladesh. Since 
the onset of the pandemic, its 10 staff members and 70 volunteers have been working continuously to 
raise awareness among local populations about how to protect themselves from contracting the virus and 
other health guidelines. The station has provided regular updates on the pandemic situation at national 
and international levels, and even started a new segment called “Hello Doctor”, during which specialized 
doctors respond to the concerns of members of the community. 
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“When the coronavirus broke out, there was anxiety and horror among the people here. At that time, we 
focused on, besides providing information, creating awareness and helping people to stay strong. Besides, 
we started telemedicine. Every day, two specialist doctors took part in a live program. We received more 
than a thousand calls and we were able to attend 800 calls and provide medical advice”, stated Mahfuj 
Faruque, the Station Manager. 

Thanks to Radio Sarabela’s coverage of the health crisis, people in the area are well informed and many have 
adopted appropriate safety measures, as is the case of Sumi Kathun, a frequent Radio Sarabela listener from 
the town of Balua. According to her, “we learnt about the virus from Radio Sarabela and became careful. We 
followed the health guidelines. People in our communities are now much more aware than they were before. 
Everybody is following the health guidelines”. 

Beyond informing local communities about health risks, community radios in Bangladesh have also played 
a part in ensuring students and schoolchildren don’t fall behind.  At a time when many schools and colleges 
have temporarily closed to contain the spread of the coronavirus, community radio station Radio Padma has 
been airing on-air classes for primary and secondary school students in Rajshahi. “Our radio transmission 
covers nine sub-districts”, explains Shahana Parveen, the Station Manager. “We record some lessons from 
the primary and secondary school study program, broadcast it, and then re-broadcast it the next day to make 
sure that if a student or their guardian missed the program on the first day, they get another opportunity to 
listen to the program”. 

The classes are developed based on the needs and demands of the students in an easy-to-follow format, and 
with guidance from governmental and non-governmental organizations. Thanks to this initiative, thousands 
of students have been able to continue studying and find an outlet for their frustration from being forced to 
remain indoors. 

This has been the case of K.M Talha, a primary school student who has been following Radio Padma’s 
classes in Bangla, English, Mathematics and Religion, among other subjects. “If we face any difficulty, 
we can call our teachers and have it sorted out”, he says. These educational programs are also highly 
appreciated by his father A.K.M Golam, “we were worried towards the beginning of the pandemic. However, 
once the online classes and distance learning programs started on the radio, we felt somewhat relieved. 
Before that, children were getting lazy and feeling suffocated within the four walls. Online classes on mobile 
phone and distance learning program have saved them from that condition”. 

Taking stock of the pandemic’s toll on media independence
The COVID-19 pandemic also came to expose other risks, such as those associated with the retribution to 
truthful and free reporting that exposed the mismanagement of funds and medical equipment to contain the 
pandemic, among other issues. In addition, in the urgency to address the public health crisis, more than 80 
governments around the world declared states of emergency, (see UNESCO® Issue Brief Press Freedom 

Presentation of the 
Guidelines for jour-
nalists covering the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
in Myanmar ©My-
anmar Press Council
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and COVID-19) a context that could lend to censorship and other restrictions, and negatively impact the 
progress achieved by many countries regarding media freedom. 

Through an initiative launched by UNESCO, media workers from countries such as Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi came together to jointly discuss and analyze these challenges, 
as well as other journalists’ safety issues in East Africa, in a series of online webinars and trainings. Based 
on the discussions that emerged during the webinars, the Eastern Africa Editors Forum elaborated and 
published a special edition of the Eastern Africa Journalism Review entitled “Media Pandemics – Seeking 
Journalistic Answers in Eastern Africa”. 

According to Rosalia Omungo from the Kenya Editors Guild “The discussions in the webinars primarily 
involved editors assessing what was needed to protect independent journalism in the region going forward. 
It became apparent that while the countries in the region were at different stages of media development, 
they largely faced the same challenges”. The webinars, which took place at a time of lockdown in 
most countries, were marked by the apprehension of the participants about “the security of editors 
and journalists in neighbouring countries whose tolerance for democracy and free press have steadily 
declined”.

When interrogated on the impact of this special edition and on its potential legacy, Ms Omungo explains 
that “The review has been distributed to various media stakeholders in the region and to members of the 
editor associations, and also schools of journalism. Initial feedback gathered suggests that the review can 
help shape the trajectory of training to respond to contemporary media issues”.

Safeguarding the right to information in times of a global 
health crisis
The COVID-19 crisis also shed light on the vital importance of the right to access information. At a time 
where citizens everywhere rely on information from their governments to guide their choices and actions 
in the face of the pandemic, many hindrances remain. At the same time, the pandemic has disrupted the 
functioning of Access to Information instances and bodies, as was the case In Pakistan, where UNESCO 
has been accompanying duty-bearers for the past two years. 

Mr Zahid Abdullah,  Federal Information Commissioner at the Pakistan Information Commission, notes 
that “While the COVID-19 has adversely impacted people all over the world in many ways, it has also 
impacted to some extent citizens exercising their constitutional right of access to information in all matters 
of public importance”, and that it was not possible for the Pakistani Information Commission “to conduct 
personal hearings and decide on the appeals lodged with the commission by citizens pertaining to requests 
for information filed by citizens to the federal public bodies”. 

To remedy this issue and enable Pakistani citizens to consult the Commission during this crucial time, 
UNESCO supported the Pakistani Information Commission in digitizing its processes and in creating an 
online Appeals Management System (AMIS), which helps citizens in filling and tracking their appeals at 
various stages. Mr Abdullah welcomes this new system which, he says, “is definitely going to facilitate 
citizens in exercising their fundamental human right of getting access to information held by public bodies 
and facilitate the commission in managing, indexing and retrieving records of appeals in professional 
manner”.
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 Access to Information: 
an imperative right at a  critical 
stage in Afghan peace process

The adoption of access to information legislation in 2014 marked a significant step in the safeguarding 
of this fundamental human right in Afghanistan. Following amendments of the law in 2018, the 
Afghan Access to Information Commission was created. It has since played an important role in the 

defense of a culture of transparency, in which all Afghans, be 
them regular citizens or media workers, are ensured access to 
the information they need. 

Many achievements have been accomplished by the 
Commission since its foundation. To only name a few, the 
Commission has since 2018 conducted 92 awareness raising, 
capacity building and consultative sessions, handled 240 
complaints, developed a 5-year strategy which includes a 
component on strengthening cooperation with Afghan media, 
signed 7 Memoranda of Understanding with media and civil society, and launched an online access to 
information system that simplifies ATI requests. 

interview with
Hamdullah Arbab, Afghanistan’s Information Commission’s Secretary and Spokesperson

Afghanistan is currently 
involved in a peace 
process, but, at the same 
time, the issue of violence 
remains prevalent.

original photo of Kabul city landscape by Teseum/Flicker, 
remixed under creative commons license.
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thanks to the generous funding provided by all MDP donors Multi-Donor Programme for Freedom of 
Expression and Safety of Journalists (MDP), and in particular, Iceland’s suggestion to include Afghanistan 
as one of the benefitting countries, UNESCO has  accompanied Afghan stakeholders in supporting media 
reform initiatives since 2019. This was done through  developing national capacities, facilitating inclusive 
discussions, and leading advocacy to encourage duty-bearers to develop an enabling environment on the 
policy level.

Mr Hamdullah Arbab, the Secretary and Spokesperson of the Afghan Access to Information Commission, 
answers some of our questions about the Commission’s work. Mr Arbab has over 15 years of experience 
in various international organizations in the areas of good governance, development, anti-corruption and 
security. 

Afghanistan is currently involved in a peace process, but, at the same time, the issue of violence remains 
prevalent. What hopes do you have in this regard? What risks do you believe could affect the progress 
achieved in terms of access to information?
Although the Commission is not directly involved in the peace talks, we are concerned that if the regime 
changes, there will be some restriction on access to information and freedom of expression. The AIC has 
raised its concerns with the High Peace Council to consider access to information and anti-corruption topics 
in the peace process on the same level as women’s rights, freedom of speech, human rights, etc. 

In the case of journalists, there have been regular complaints that they are denied information held 
by public bodies. Could you tell us more about the challenges journalists face when requesting public 
information? How does the Commission ensure their complains are addressed and resolved?  
We are supporting all citizens and especially journalists in their requests for information. In case public 
bodies deny their application, they can submit their complaints to the AIC. Unfortunately, we still have 
the dominance of a culture of secrecy in governmental institutions. It will take some time to bring that 
behavioral shift in government employees. But it is true that the media is facing challenges, especially when 
they are asking senior government officials to share their views on daily matters. In order to overcome these 
challenges, as per AIC law, information that is newsworthy can be provided in 24 hours notice - if not, the 
requesting media can file a complaint to the AIC.

Has the current situation and the COVID-19 pandemic aggravated these challenges? How has it 
affected the Commission’s work?
The coronavirus pandemic affected all activities in every sector. In the beginning of the pandemic, the 
commission called on the public authorities twice through press conferences to share information related to 
their activities, especially the costs associated with curbing the coronavirus pandemic. The AIC also called 
on the public, in order to ensure transparency, to submit their complaints physically to the AIC or through its 
online system in case any public body denied their request. 

UNESCO has been accompanying Afghan authorities in raising public awareness and in encouraging 
media and civil society to play an active role in pursuing the full implementation of the ATI law. How has 
UNESCO’s support helped in that regard, including through the commemoration of the International 
Day for Universal Access to Information? 
No doubt that AIC considers UNESCO its close ally and partner when it comes to advocacy and awareness-
raising on access to information in Afghanistan. The AIC has been in close contact with UNESCO and 
has joined last year’s celebration of the international day of Access to Information in Kabul. The AIC will 
be working together with UNESCO Kabul on the implementation of its strategy both in Kabul and at sub-
national levels to ensure transparency and accountability in the public sector.  
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Keeping community radio alive for the 
future of South Sudan’s communities

C ommunity radio in South Sudan is more than just radio: it has helped bring citizens together, inform, 
educate and entertain large numbers of people, and play a mediating role between communities in 
conflict. However, the governing legal framework for community media is still deficient, and most 

community radios in South Sudan struggle to sustain themselves due to insufficient funding and little or no 
qualified staff - at a time when they are most needed. 

In South Sudan, community radios have proven to be an effective tool to provide access to information for 
marginalized groups and hard-to-reach communities. Radio offers South Sudanese women and youth the 

opportunity to participate in community affairs and issues, and to hold local 
leaders accountable. 

However, the current political disputes are widening political and ethnic 
divisions and compromising the security situation in the country, once again 
putting peace at risk. The lack of security in some areas has already forced 
some local radio stations such as Liberty FM and Morobo FM to close down, 
jeopardizing the survival of community media, which are essential to the 
peace process in South Sudan. 

In an effort to support the development and sustainability of community 
media, UNESCO, in partnership with the Community Media Network of 
South Sudan (COMNETSS), launched a series of initiatives in 2020 that led 
to the development of policy recommendations for an improved governing 

framework for community media, strengthened managerial and fundraising capacities of community radio 
managers, improved technical understanding of the sector’s policy needs as well as increased advocacy 
capacities among members of the national community media network.

Direct support to 
community radio 

stations has revived 
some stations and has 

enabled them to 
continue airing 

programmes for their 
communities
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COMNETSS is a national non-governmental and non-profit organization founded in 2016 by a group 
of professional radio journalists from twelve local radio stations. It currently has a membership of 
thirty community radio stations. The aim of the network is to promote and advocate peace building, 
reconciliation and non-violent society through community media.  In 2020, the organization has trained 
more than 150 journalists from community media stations across South Sudan in peace journalism, 
citizen journalism, safety and mobile reporting. The network has also supported the establishment and 
training of over sixteen listeners clubs with the support from UNESCO and other partners, and organised 
radio listeners’ clubs on peace building and peace forums with stakeholders representing the diversity of 
the communities, and with a focus on women and youth.

To further the role of community media in peacebuilding, UNESCO organised the World Radio Day 
2020 under the theme “Radio and Diversity for Peaceful Coexistence in South Sudan”. This special 
day provided a platform to assess progress in the development of community media in conflict-sensitive 
areas and explore new avenues to support the sustainability of the sector.
On this occasion, Nicodemus Ajaik, the Access to Information Commissioner of South Sudan, 
encouraged  “radio stations to be aware of the opportunities and successes that come with harnessing 
diversity. There is a very strong business case for diversity in the radio industry, creating more dynamic, 
diverse programming and developing a diverse workforce that can attract larger audiences, enhance 
already strong relationships in local communities and generate additional or new advertising revenue.”  

Developing a sustainable business models and viability through public funding and governmental 
support enshrined in legal frameworks will take more time. Time that many community media stations 
don’t have. UNESCO’s direct support to community radio stations has helped revive some stations and 
enabled them to continue airing much needed programmes to keep the communities informed about local 
and national issues. Josephine Achiro, Chairperson of the Community Media Network of South Sudan, 
noted that UNESCO’s continued support has preserved some community radio stations from complete 
closure. Ms. Achiro added that continued support for the sector will benefit many citizens, especially 
those at the grassroots and marginalized groups.

Denis Morris Mimbugbe, Station Manager at Sama FM, asserts that because of the skills obtained in 
the workshops for station managers the sustainability of community media,, “we have managed to raise 
additional funds to run our community radio station. This will keep our radio station on air for a while 
and support our staff as well”.

Community radios have shown that they play a key role in promoting development, unity and 
peacebuilding in rural communities in South Sudan and across the country. To enhance their impact, 
media development partners need to the take necessary steps to create a level playing field for community 
radio broadcasters to thrive.
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Like many of their counterparts around the world, or maybe even more, Iraqi women journalists find 
themselves practicing their profession in a particularly hazardous environment. In addition to being 
targeted as journalists, they also face specific threats and attacks for being women who dare defy 

preconceived notions of a woman’s role in male-dominated societies.

Working as a woman journalist anywhere means exposing one’s self to particular types of reprisals: they are 
harassed more viciously than their male colleagues online, they risk being the victims of moralistic smear 
campaigns, and the verbal violence and threats they face often take on a sexualized nature.

Throughout 2020, UNESCO has been collaborating with the Iraqi Ministry of Interior to set up a reporting 
mechanism on threats made to women journalists, with a particular focus on digital threats and cyber 
blackmail. This mechanism, which will take the form of a helpline or “hotline” for women journalists in 
Iraq, will be led by a group of women police officers within a Special Investigations Unit. 

While the process was delayed by the COVID-19 pandemic, preparations advanced throughout 2020, and 
trainings for selected female police officers took place in March 2021. 

General Ibtsam Muzal Hashim, Lieutenant Tamara Mohamed and Major Shima Ali Ibrahim, three Iraqi 
female police officers, work together within the Media Department of the Ministry of Interior. Over the 
years, they have grown familiar with media freedom-related issues as their work has brought them to 
work with numerous journalists.

A woman police 
officer from the unit on 

crimes against 
journalists receives a 

training certificate
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A ‘hotline’ offers women 
journalists in Iraq protection 
in a hazardous environment
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Despite the high numbers of killed journalists in Iraq,  201 killings recorded by UNESCO  between 
2000 and 2020, and while several international observers consider that freedom of expression in Iraq 
reached a critical point following the October 2019 protests, all three officers believe that Iraqi media 
workers are generally free to exercise their profession. According to them, this sense of freedom has 
had a positive impact on gender representation in Iraqi media, as they believe it “has produced a 
generation of female journalists able to cover any topic, report on crimes, and notify the competent 
authorities of any threat that may face in their work”. 

Still, many women journalists remain reluctant to report the threats they receive due to social stigma 
and perceptions of the police as a male-dominated institution. This issue represented the first area 
of focus of the March 2021 trainings, which then reviewed mechanisms to best respond to reported 
threats and assaults, as well as how the Ministry of Interior can internally facilitate reporting, 
collecting information and carrying out criminal investigations.

Following these three days of trainings, General Ibtsam Muzal Hashim said the sessions had “revealed 
to us the enormous amount of online and offline threats that Iraqi women journalists face during their 
work, and it has become clear to us the task that we, as women police officers, have to do to reduce risks 
and protect Iraqi journalists”. Her colleague Lieutenant Tamara Mohammed is hopeful that the creation 
of this feminine and feminist communication channel will help affected women journalists overcome 
fear and stigma, adding “certainly, our presence as women officers in the Ministry of Interior makes 
women journalists feel proud in a society characterized by masculinity. A female journalist certainly 
feels more comfortable speaking with a woman at the Ministry of Interior as opposed to a man, in my 
view”. 

Major Ibrahim, Lieutenant Mohamed and General Hashim all welcome the initiative of creating this 
helpline and believe UNESCO’s involvement has raised attention to the issue of violence against 
women journalists in the country. 

One of the police 
officers 
following the 
training on 
responding to safety 
concerns of women 
journalists in Iraq
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Journalistic skills to debunk the 
COVID-19’s disinfodemic now 
and in the future

Journalists and media workers have come to play a crucial role during the COVID-19 pandemic. As citi-
zens everywhere are submerged by unprecedented flows of information and disinformation, many have 
turned to traditional media to find accessible and reliable facts. Through the public’s reliance on them to 

debunk misinformation and popularize scientific facts, journalists have been compelled to play a significant 
role in preserving the public interest as well as public health. 

The support of UNESCO’s Multi-Donor Programme on Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists 
helped develop and fund a massive open online course (MOOC) entitled “Journalism in a pandemic: Cover-
ing COVID-19 now and in the future”, which was co-organized with the Knight Center for Journalism at 
the University of Texas in collaboration with WHO and UNDP and additional support from the European 
Union and the Knight Foundation.

Designed to equip media professionals with the knowledge and skills for accurate reporting on the cri-
sis, to ensure their safety in the field and to detect and debunk the ‘disinfodemic’ around COVID-19, the 
course was launched in May 2020, during the onset of the first global wave of the pandemic, in 4 languages 
(English, French, Spanish and Portuguese) and with a specific module for Latin America. During its initial 
4-week run, the course attracted close to 9,000 journalists from 162 countries. Since then, it remains avail-
able as a self-directed course that can be followed from anywhere in the world and at any time. With further 
support from the MDP, it has been made available in two additional languages, Arabic and Russian. 

Ms Elissar Naddaf, Mr Emmanuel Rubagumya and Mr Ricardo Rivas are three journalists who took part 
in the course and have agreed to tell us about their experience. Respectively based in Lebanon, Tanzania 
and Argentina, all three work with different types of media and in different capacities. Ms Naddaf, who has 
over 30 years of experience in Lebanese media, currently works for national Radio Liban and as an Advisor 
on francophone media to the Minister of Information. Mr Rubagumya writes for national newspaper Daily 
News and has been published in regional outlets like AllAfrica on issues related to science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM). Mr Rivas is a correspondent for Paraguayan daily newspaper La 
Nación as well as the Vice-President of the South American Union of Correspondents (UNAC). 

In your experience, what were the main highlights and takeaways from this course?
Elissar Naddaf: Without a doubt, the strong point of this course for me was the facilitators. Firstly, because 
they are journalists with good experience in this field. Secondly, because the method of presentation of the 
courses was accessible, clear and based on concrete examples. 

Emmanuel Rubagumya: Sincerely, the whole course was an eye opener for me.  The part that covered the 
history of pandemics in the world was great. Learning about prior pandemics, the risks they posed and the 
need to plan for future epidemics added much value on my part.

Ricardo Rivas: For me, there were several, like the quality of the con-
tent and the wealth of knowledge it provides. The outstanding speakers 
who shared their professional experiences with us were also a highlight. 
Finally, the module led by Federico Kukso [facilitator of the Spanish ver-
sion of the MOOC] on the ‘disinfodemic’ during which journalists of the 
highest level trained us in fact-checking to reduce the circulation of false 
news. This kind of training needs to be repeated. 

What issues covered in the course were particularly relevant for your 
national or regional context?

Elissar Naddaf: In Lebanon, the main challenges are transparency, 
awareness-raising and credibility. The most useful module for me, and 
one that converges with my work over the past year with WHO and 
UNICEF, is undoubtedly the module on combating false information. 
This is the theme of an awareness campaign that the Lebanese Ministry 

Ricardo Rivas
Correspondent 
for La Nación, 
Paraguayan daily newspaper
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of Information has set up in collaboration with the two international organizations to put an end to fake news.

Emmanuel Rubagumya: The second module that covered the rapid spread of the pandemic and attempts to 
control it was very relevant. As it is known now, various countries around the world came up with different 
means to control the pandemic.  However, it is evident that a technique used in one country will not necessar-
ily work in another country.  I have learnt that solutions work best by considering several and unique factors 
of a particular country.  

Ricardo Rivas : Above anything else, the skills acquired to contrast, verify and validate information that cir-
culates in relation to the pandemic, whether it is official information or not. It is not easy, due to the urgency 
that usually accompanies journalistic publications, to work long enough to check in depth the reports that 
are issued both by government agencies and by private sector apparatuses. Hence, the knowledge and skills 
acquired during the MOOC are of utmost relevance to overcome such difficulties. 

Have you been able to apply the knowledge and skills gained during the course to your daily work?

Emmanuel Rubagumya: I have several articles in the pipeline.  For example, the use of herb medicines in 
combating COVID-19 has attracted many people in Tanzania and Africa in general.  I am researching on this 
matter.  The skills I acquired during the MOOC greatly help me. 

Ricardo Rivas:  Yes, I used them. Both in the course of radio and television interviews for which I was 
called, and to write my columns and stories in La Nación. I published 4 stories that I constructed with the 
information and knowledge received in the MOOC. The strategy applied in each case was to introduce sci-
entific information with supporting statistics in texts outside the specific section for these topics in the news-
paper. This decision made it possible for more readers to access this content, which was very well received.

Do you believe this course changed your understanding and coverage of the pandemic?

Elissar Naddaf: The course indeed added a lot of information to my knowl-
edge on this subject.

Emmanuel Rubagumya: No doubt, it would have been very different.  A 
lot of arguments were useful.  However, arguments by the course’s resource 
persons on ‘epidemic of information’ in short ‘Infodemic’ was super good.  
I am more aware of the fact that journalists as amplifiers of information 
should be very careful on what we report or quote.  Failure to do that, we 
will be causing more harm than good.  

Ricardo Rivas: It surely did. I would not have had adequate tools to re-
ceive, contrast and verify information related to the pandemic that was 
issued by multiple public and private sources. It is even very likely that, 
unintentionally, out of ignorance, my attempts to verify each of them would 
not have been made with the correct sources.

Building on the success of this course and driven by the same determination to help journalists around the 
world improve their coverage of the COVID-19 health crisis, UNESCO has renewed its fruitful partnership 
with the Knight Center for Journalism and will launch in March 2021 a second MOOC entitled “Covering 
the COVID-19 vaccine: What journalists need to know”. This new course is made possible thanks to support 
from UNDP, WHO and the European Union.

Elissar Naddaf
Journalist, Radio
Liban

15



D isinformation, misinformation and rumours are proliferating in Mongolia. In this context Media 
and Information Literacy (MIL) is more important than ever. Journalists, civil society activists 
and government officials in Mongolia are working together to raise awareness on the value and 

importance of MIL and to influence decision-making at the national policy level. But it’s a long way to 
tangible results, which must be accompanied by outstanding personalities.

Lut-Ochir (Lutaa) Vanganjil is a specialist working at the National Center for Lifelong Learning of the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Science of Mongolia.   He is an active member of the National Network 
for Media and Information Literacy in Mongolia, and is passionate about strengthening informed and critical 
use of media and information among children, youth and adults. Together with his colleagues and fellow 
members of the national network, Lutaa produced and disseminated 17 video tutorials in 2020, to provide 
knowledge on essential topics related to access to information, critical and responsible use of information, 
as well as evaluation of information. 

Participants discussing in 
groups at a MIL workshop 

organized by 
UNESCO in Mongolia. 

Photo: S.Gantulga, Press 
Institute of Mongolia

Lutaa speaking at a 
MIL event. Photo: 
S.Gantulga, Press 

Institute of 
Mongolia

Lutaa’s  journey for Media and 
Information Literacy in Mongolia

16



«Dramatically increased 
information flows 
driven by new 
technologies make it 
extremely important for 
citizens to be educated on 
how to locate and use 
information that is 
relevant to them»
Lutaa Vanganjil, member of Mongolia’s 
Network for Media and Information Lit-
eracy.

Lutaa’s journey with the National Network for MIL began two years ago when he participated in a stakeholder 
workshop to learn about the concept of MIL,and discuss the needs and challenges for its promotion in 
Mongolia. The workshop, organized by the Press Institute of Mongolia with support from UNESCO’s Multi-
Donor-Programme, was part of an initiative to raise awareness about the importance of MIL among relevant 
stakeholders and to establish a national network working to create an 
enabling environment for MIL. 

The people of Mongolia enjoy a great variety of choices when it comes 
to media and information sources. Although Mongolia is one of the most 
sparsely populated countries in the world, with a total population of 3 
million, there were more than 450 media outlets as of January 2020, 
including 16 national television channels, 10 national daily newspapers, 
more than 70 radio stations and around 150 online news media outlets, 
according to the Press Institute of Mongolia. The number of subscribes to 
Internet services reached 2.3 million in January 2020, and mobile phone 
use is also booming, with 4.42 mobile connections recorded the same 
month.  

« Due to the dramatic increase in the flow of information driven by 
new technologies, it is extremely important that citizens learn how to 
find and use information that is relevant to them », says Lutaa. The 
National Center for Lifelong Learning, where he works, offers training 
opportunities for children, youth and adults in the areas of family, ethics, 
aesthetics, life skills, civic education, science and health, law, financial 
education, sustainable development and literacy. Since joining the 
National Network for MIL, Lutaa has begun to introduce components of a MIL curriculum into the National 
Center’s programmes. The MIL curriculum, developed by a group of school teachers, civil society activists 
and education experts led by the Press Institute of Mongolia, has been approved by the Institute for Teachers 
Professional Development, a central government agency responsible for capacity building of secondary 
school teachers.  

Lutaa is also a professional IT teacher. Before joining the National Network for MIL, he taught computer 
courses to around 600 lifelong learning tutors across the country. « Working in the National Network for 
MIL has opened my eyes », said Lutaa. « Equal access to and use of information is the basis for all for all 
fundamental rights in today’s world. However, we must ensure that no one is left behind when it comes to 
learning critical media literacy, especially in the context of the increasing proliferation of disinformation », 
he stressed.  

The initiative to promote MIL in Mongolia, supported by UNESCO, has made significant progress in the past 
two years. Under the leadership of the Mongolian National Committee for UNESCO and the Press Institute 
of Mongolia, as well as governmental and non-governmental stakeholders, the initiative has organized 
several consultation meetings to advance knowledge and understanding of MIL as a composite concept 
and to build consensus among multiple stakeholders on the urgency of policy-level efforts to strengthen 
MIL competencies across society. A background document and position paper were developed outlining the 
current status of MIL levels in Mongolia and proposing strategic priorities to create an enabling environment 
for MIL development. The initiative also included two National MIL forums and a series of ten workshops 
for media professionals and school teachers to promote the integration of MIL into curricula and teaching 
practices in secondary schools. 

« Currently we have fifteen members in our network, representing fifteen very different organizations, 
such as the Mongolian National Broadcaster, General Police Office, and the National Network for Child 
Protection », Lutaa mentioned. For him, it is very important that the Network has a clear vision based on a 
shared understanding of MIL, and a strong agreement on specific roles and responsibilities of the members. 
“There is so much to do, and I am excited to be part of this great initiative”.
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About
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 na-
tional levels, by channelling funds towards emerging priorities and the most press-
ing needs to achieve its mandate on freedom of expression. It enables UNESCO’s 
Communication and Information Sector to address complex i sues through the 
design and implementation of holistic medium and long-term interventions at na-
tional, 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

Protect free, independent and pluralistic media, visit:

en.unesco.org/themes/fostering-freedom-expression/mdp




