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Workshop on  

„National Initiatives on the Safety of Journalists – What works?“ 

December 12, 2017, UNESCO HQ 

INFORMAL SUMMARY 

The Workshop ”National Initiatives on the Safety of Journalists – What works?“, organized by 

members of the Group of Friends of the Safety of Journalists in cooperation with the UNESCO 

CI Sector, took place on Tuesday, December 12. The meeting was organized in order to 

follow-up on Resolution C/61 adopted by the 39th UNESCO General Conference in November 

2017. The 39th General Conference identified a number of priority actions for strengthening 

the implementation of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of 

Impunity, such as the exchange of good practices, capacity building and the establishment of 

national safety mechanisms to prevent, protect against, and prosecute attacks on journalists 

and to combat impunity.  

Around 150 representatives of Member States, civil society and the media attended the 

event, which was opened by UNESCO Director-General Audrey Azoulay, the President of 

UNESCO’s 39th General Conference Ambassador Zohour Alaoui, and Ambassador Claudia 

Reinprecht of Austria. After the opening remarks, a panel of experts presented lessons 

learned from experiences in Afghanistan, Colombia, Serbia, Sweden and the African continent 

in preventing, protecting against, and prosecuting attacks against journalists. In the second 

part of the meeting, representatives of 12 Member States and two NGOs took the floor to 

share good practices and lessons learned from initiatives implemented in their own countries 

to create a safer environment for journalists and media workers. 

 

Main points from the panel:  

Diego Fernando Mora Arango, Director of the National Protection Unit in Colombia, 

presented his organization which protects all “human rights defenders”, and which reserves 

part of its budget for cases of journalists. The number of journalists killed in the country has 

been significantly reduced since the National Protection Unit was set up. Journalists under 

threat are provided with bodyguards, bullet proof vests, alert-systems... At the same time, 

Colombia continues to strive to reduce impunity and bring perpetrators to justice. While 

protection is still very important today, the objective should be, according to Arango, “to 

prevent attacks and make protection superfluous – freedom of the press should not 

necessitate escorts.” Currently, 143 journalists in Colombia are under some extent of official 

protection, with 66% percent of cases outside of Bogotá, especially in departments afflicted 

by drug trafficking. 

Najib Sharifi, head of the Afghan Journalists Safety Committee, explained that “local 

knowledge is key” and that particularly “in a conflict situation, there is no precise recipe, one 

must engage everybody, and most importantly, one must engage journalists”. The Afghan 
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Journalists Safety Committee links government representatives with civil society and has been 

offering support for journalists since 2009. Sharifi highlighted that in his view the only way to 

improve the safety for journalists in the long run was by educating people about the role of 

journalism in society.  

Gabriel Baglo of the Federation of African Journalists argued along the same line that media 

literacy is key for the prevention of attacks on journalists, so that society can understand and 

stand up in favor of the safety of journalists. Baglo promoted the setting up of a working 

group on the safety of journalists within the African Union, a process that UNESCO supports. 

He stressed the importance of the objective of putting in place a state led coalition for the 

Safety of Journalists in Africa. Many African countries, according to Baglo, require more 

awareness-raising about the issue of the safety of journalists while some can provide 

concrete good practice examples.  

Veran Matic, director of Serbia’s commission on ending impunity in that country, explained 

how this collaboration was working to resolve cases of killed journalists dating back 15 years. 

Progress was achieved, in Matic’s view, the moment the government and civil society started 

to cooperate. Today the commission consists of representatives of government, police and 

the media. It does not undertake investigations itself, instead relies on subgroups comprised 

of prosecutors and police officers, which periodically report to the commission on their 

achievements, problems, progress, and needs.  

Swedish Ambassador Annika Markovic explained her country’s recent adoption of a 

national Action Plan to safeguard freedom of expression, by protecting journalists, artists and 

politicians against threats and hatred. In Sweden, like in many other countries, Markovic 

stated, the tone of public debate has become harsher and more divisive over the last years, 

presenting a risk for a democratic society. The Swedish government has thus elaborated an 

action plan in order to protect those for whom freedom of expression is a central instrument 

in the exercise of his/her profession. The action plan gives special attention to women 

journalists, because they receive more threats, and of a more specific nature.  It also aims to 

equip the justice system to deal with issues for which it is not prepared, such as online 

threats. The action plan will soon be publicly available in English.  

Esben Harboe of the NGO International Media Support explained five principles for 

developing national systems arising from the recent seven-country study Defending 

Journalism. These were Strategy, Presence (of local leadership), Collaboration (via named 

focal points), Influence (positions of power), and Sustainability.  

Main messages from the debate: (countries taking the floor: Lithuania, Canada, Paraguay, 

Italy, Kuwait, Russian Federation, Greece, Netherlands, Denmark, Pakistan, Jordan, Colombia, 

European Union; civil society organizations: Reporters without Borders,  IFEX).  

 Multi-stakeholder participation involving government, civil society, media houses, 

academia, the judiciary, and security actors is key for successful initiatives.  

https://www.mediasupport.org/publication/defending-journalism/
https://www.mediasupport.org/publication/defending-journalism/
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 Awareness-raising, and educating different actors involved about the problems and 

issues at stake, is a first step and often a prerequisite for successful national initiatives 

for the safety of journalists. 

 Thus, monitoring activities, in order to get a better grip about the different 

dimensions of threats against journalists, are indispensable (there is still a lot to be 

done for many countries in this regard, as explained by the representative of the 

European Union; Italy gave the example of its recently established “Observatory” that 

allows journalists to report threats and cooperates closely with law enforcement).  

 Building confidence among the different actors, and making sure that all stakeholders 

involved “understand the rationale and interest of working together”, is essential.  

 South-south cooperation should be strengthened (stressed by delegates from 

Paraguay and Colombia who stand ready to share their experiences with other 

countries).  

 Many delegates expressed the strong wish to establish platforms for sharing good 

practices and peer-group learning. 

 Local context must always be kept in mind and be part of the debate and solutions 

(Jordan and Pakistan reminded participants about the specific challenges in countries 

with complex tensions between religious communities and freedom of expression). 

 National initiatives on the safety of journalists should address specific forms of threats 

faced by women journalists as well as digital aspects of journalists’ safety.   
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