
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diving into: the UNESCO - Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) partnership 

- Promoting freedom of expression and journalists’ safety in complex contexts - 

 

 

 

UNESCO has been collaborating with the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) since 2010 with the 
common goals to promote freedom of expression (FoE) and to enhance the safety of 
journalists (SoJ) across the globe. Through NORCAP,  which stands for Norwegian Capacity (a 
part of the NRC funded by the Norwegian government), cooperation with international and 
national partners is fostered and expert personnel is deployed on the field, especially in countries 
that are undergoing crises or recovering from them. 

Such personnel, called NRC Secondees, provide valuable expertise to states, stakeholders 
and partner organizations, to better identify capacity needs and establish common goals and 
projects in often complex contexts. NORCAP thus facilitates support relating to capacities and 
effectiveness in the humanitarian, development and peace-building sectors.  

Deployments in the field of SoJ specifically have been under the aegis of the Norwegian Resource 
Bank for Democracy and Human Rights (NORDEM) since 2019. NORDEM is hosted by NORCAP 
and supported by the Government of Norway through the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

The NRC has deployed Communication and Information experts to UNESCO in countries such as 
Ethiopia (Liaison Office to the African Union and the Economic Commission for Africa), Lebanon 
(for work focused in Syria), Pakistan, Haiti, Kenya (Regional Office for Eastern Africa),  Liberia, 
Libya, Myanmar, Somalia and South Sudan. 

Below are the testimonies of two NRC Secondees working with UNESCO’s Communication 
and Information (CI) sector and implementing CI work in field offices, including actions funded 
by UNESCO’s Multi-Donor Programme on Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists. 



 

Ms Lydia Gachungi - Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

 

NORDEM Secondee working as Regional 
Adviser on SoJ based at the UNESCO Liaison 
Office to the African Union and UN Economic 
Commission for Africa. 

 

> What do you believe to be the main value 
of the UNESCO - NRC partnership ? 

The support to UNESCO with experts that 
have the capacity to understand the overall 
vision of the organisation and translating it 
into the various country contexts while 
delivering the mandate of the organisation. 
Experts brings on board a wealth of 
experience, having worked in countries in 
conflict, post-conflict and relatively at peace. 
They have the capacity to easily assume 
specific roles and quickly deliver.  

The fact that the NRC assumes the related 
financial burden and overall welfare, 
reduces the weight on UNESCO, allowing 
more resources and focus on the work to 
be done and the expected results.  

This partnership further complements 
UNESCO’s capacity and resources through 
the experts ability to build new 
partnerships and enhance strategic 

approaches that leverage UNESCO’s 
comparative advantage in its fields of 
competence.  

> How would you define the impact of the 
partnership on the field ?  

It improved awareness on the importance of 
a multi stakeholder approach bringing 
together the media, civil society 
organizations (CSOs) and duty-bearers to 
comprehensively address challenges related 
to SoJ on the continent. We are thus 
coordinating UNESCO’s interventions in 
Africa with the African Union (AU) and 
partners at all levels, to promote FoE, SoJ and 
access to information (AtI) in Africa with, 
currently, a special focus on Covid-19. 
Thanks to the support of the experts, this 
strategic direction contributes to a freer, 
safer environment for media workers.  

UNESCO strategic partnerships with 
Members States were also enhanced through 
the capacity building of duty bearers and 
provision of policy-making support. One 
example is the coordination of the Inter-
Regional Forum on SoJ in partnership with 
the AU and the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 
which resulted in a coordinated roadmap. 
Indeed, UNESCO’s work is aligned with 
national and UN development frameworks, 
as was the case with the AU-UN Regional 
Coordination Mechanism for Africa (RCM-
Africa) in which I was directly involved as 
co-chair.  

Lastly, UNESCO’s capacity of  execution of its 
programmes in the field was increased, 
notably through support given to its 
Resource Mobilization strategy. 

> What are the most pressing issues 
relating to SoJ in the region? 



Disturbing reports from various countries in 
Africa show a shrinking in the space of 
media independence in the wake of 
Covid-19. Some governments have 
increased their control over independent 
voices, attacking and locking up journalists 
over reports on Covid-19 that are not in 
favour of the position of the government. 

Moreover, there is a lack of capacity for 
journalists to protect themselves while 
covering the pandemic, and to professionally 
translate their expertise into effective 
communication on global health concerns 
and anxieties, which would save lives by 
helping to curb the spread of the virus. 

There is also growing concern as online 
media - through digital platforms - have 
become vehicles for the unfettered spread 
of disinformation, misinformation, hate 
speech, and enablers of racism and cultural 
division, which may fuel conflicts. 

I want to mention the lack of coordinated 
approaches by media stakeholders at the 
national, regional and continental levels to 
pull together resources, create synergy and 
have a common strategy towards ending 
impunity on crimes committed against 
journalists and other media workers. 

Lastly, the current Covid-19 pandemic has 
led to a rise in unemployment in the media 
sector and journalists are greatly affected. 
With little to no income, media houses 
cannot afford to put in place both digital and 
physical protective measures for journalists, 
nor to provide much needed psychosocial 
safety. Media workers’ health is also at risk 
and with limited income, they have no access 
to good medical care. 

> What steps have been taken by NORCAP 
and UNESCO to help solve these issues ?  

With the support of NRC secondees, UNESCO 
has mobilised its Member States and media 

partners by raising awareness through 
targeted online campaigns on the crucial 
role of journalists in informing the public 
during the ongoing crisis. 

In Africa, the organization has 
strengthened its partnerships with 
continental, regional and national media 
players including networks of senior editors 
and other media networks, the civil society, 
fact checkers and the UN country teams 
(UNCTs). Together they worked on 
addressing misinformation and 
disinformation related to Covid-19, through 
a combination of short-term and medium-
term actions to ensure a more lasting impact. 
Related actions are various and many. They 
include building the capacities of 
community media and community based 
platforms, with the necessary skills and tools 
for disseminating information on Covid-19 
and countering disinformation. We are 
providing support to the Ethiopia 
Community Radio Network, which brings 
together 49 community, radio stations. Such 
support includes the translation of verified 
information on Covid-19 into local languages 
including Amharic. 

At the continental level, we are leading in 
UNESCO's support to the establishment of 
the Pan Africa Covid-19 Media Hub and 
Resource centre to help build the capacity 
of journalists in reporting on COVID-19 
with a special focus on their safety, and 
provide a clearing house for Covid-19 
related information to the public, as well as 
developing a database of all African 
mainstream and community media with full 
contact details.  

The support includes the strengthening of 
the capacity of networks of CSOs to monitor 
and respond to hate speech and harmful 
online content in relation to Covid-19. In 
Ethiopia, for instance, UNESCO is partnering 
with AfricaCheck to build the capacity of 



fact-checkers’ local partners to carry out 
monitoring activities and to provide 
regular reports on the spread of hate speech 
and harmful Covid-19-related content 
online. 

Further interventions include the promotion 
of Media and Information Literacy (MIL) : 
UNESCO has partnered with the AU 
Commission for Human Resources, Science 
and Technology (HRST)  and its affiliate 
body the Pan African Virtual and E-
University (PAVEU) in rolling out a Massive 
Open Online Course (MOOC) on  MIL in 
Africa. Currently UNESCO is supporting the 
setting up of MIL Clubs like in Ethiopia, 
where it supports community centers and 
youth organizations in adapting MIL 
resources to non-formal education, in 
partnership with the Ministries of 
Education, of Peace, and of Youth and 
Women. Besides, social media campaigns on 
MIL have been created, targeting the youth 
who are the primary target of 
misinformation through social media.  

> What are the main challenges you have 
encountered in your work ? 

In some  countries, the constantly changing 
political, social and economic environment 
calls for reprogramming and adaptation 
to respond to the needs on the ground, for 
example during the Covid-19 pandemic.. 
National reforms that change the context 
one is operating in have been both 
challenges and opportunities to re-
strategize and roll out new programmes 
within a very short time frame. Some states 
lack strong institutions and partners to 
implement the programmes, which calls for 
the secondees to do both logistics and 
management of the programmes, which 
implies longer working hours to be able to 
deliver the expected results. 

> What would you say are the main 
accomplishments of your work relating to 
SoJ and press freedom ? 

Other than the initiatives previously 
mentioned, key achievements include the 
replication of the Council of Europe (CoE)  
platform on Promoting Journalism and 
SoJ in Africa ; the creation of National 
Coordination mechanisms for SoJ; and the 
positioning of UNESCO as the lead UN 
agency on FoE, SoJ, AtI, 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 in 
FoE and Media Development.  

Moreover, during World Press Freedom 
Day 2019, which we successfully co-
organized with the AU and the Ethiopian 
government, the AU hosted a global media 
forum for the first time.  

I am also leading in the African 
contextualisation of the new MOOC created 
by UNESCO and the World Health 
Organization, called “Journalism in a 
pandemic: Covering COVID-19 now and in the 
future”. It is also important to highlight the 
establishment of a Community Media 
Database in Africa in partnership with the 
African Editors Forum (TAEF). 

> What are the next steps for NRC and 
UNESCO in the country ? 

In the Eastern African region, under the 
UNESCO Multi Donor Fund Programme on 
FoE, I am currently working with the Eastern 
Africa Editors Forum in training journalists 
online on their safety in reporting COVID 19, 
as well as on a regional Review Journal to 
document the current status of the media in 
the region during the Covid-19 crisis, 
identify the challenges, gaps and areas 
that require strengthening.  



Also, under the new EU funded project, 
“#CoronavirusFacts: Addressing the 
‘Disinfodemic’ on Covid-19 in conflict-prone 
environments” covering countries such as 
Afghanistan, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Haiti, Iraq, 
Kenya and four regions (Latin America & the 
Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa, East/Horn of 
Africa, and West Africa), we are going to start 
supporting Ethiopia with several activities 
as shared with my NORCAP Adviser. 

We are also still working with the Ethiopia 
Elections body ((NEBE) in building the 
capacity of journalists (particularly the 
community media) in preparation of the 
upcoming elections even though the exact 
date is not yet known. This goes within the 
joint UN support for elections project called 
the SEEDs Project. 

 

Ms Yara Sharif - Beirut, Lebanon 

 

NORDEM Secondee deployed to implement 
the UN Plan of Action on SoJ and the Issue of 
Impunity focusing on Syria, based at the 
Beirut UNESCO Regional Office. 

> What do you believe to be the main value 
of the UNESCO - NRC partnership ? 

Implementing activities in Syria within the 
framework of the UN Plan of Action on SoJ 

and the issue of Impunity, guided by the 
recommendations of the 29 June meeting in 
Geneva, to ensure a safer environment for 
journalists. The areas of action will include 
supporting professional associations in 
delivering safety training, promoting safety 
protocols and networks of safety focal points 
within each media organization, promoting 
FoE both online and offline, supporting MIL 
initiatives, addressing digital threats and 
promoting professional standards in 
journalism, including in conflict reporting.  

Capitalizing on the strengths and 
comparative advantages of the various 
members of the UN family, expert input 
increases the UN system’s ability to tackle 
the widespread abuses committed against 
media professionals. 

> How would you define the impact of the 
partnership on the field ?  

My work on developing a comprehensive 
assessment on the safety of Syrian 
journalists ensured that women journalists 
participate and have their input 
incorporated. The aim is to come up with 
mechanisms that address their particular 
needs in their journalism work and the 
different threats that they face. 

> What are the most pressing issues 
relating to SoJ in the region? 

The first one would be to sensitize 
journalists, media workers, media 
houses, professional associations and 
governments on good practices to protect 
SoJ and combat impunity against crimes 
perpetrated against journalists.  

We also need to address Impunity of 
crimes against journalists and take 
measures for its prevention in Syria. 
Moreover, we must sensitize the 
government, civil society and media 



professionals in Syria about the importance 
of the decriminalisation of defamation.  

Another issue is the lack of capacity of 
media practitioners, who need to work 
independently and safely. This can be done 
by integrating SoJ in the curricula of 
journalism schools and by organizing 
trainings for journalists. Lastly, there is a 
need to address specific threats faced by 
women journalists, both online and offline 

> What steps have been taken by NORCAP 
and UNESCO to help solve these issues ? 

Work has been engaged in Syria on 
enhancing norms and policies related to 
FoE, including press freedom and the right 
to access information, online and offline, and 
we are reinforcing SoJ by implementing the 
UN Plan of Action on SoJ and the Issue of 
Impunity. 

Related activities have been organized, 
particularly at the national and local levels, 
and with special attention to women 
journalists. 

> What are the main challenges you have 
encountered in your work ? 

Bureaucratic procedures and requested 
approvals in Syria are a major hindrance and 
factor in delaying activities. Moreover, the 
introduction of Journalist Safety Indicators 
to Syrian journalists either state or 
independent was met with skepticism since 
none of the standards are applied when it 
comes to real work on the ground.  

It is also important to highlight that 
journalism students in Syria are not used 
to principles of FoE, and thus their 
understanding and acceptance are very 
much affected by what they are used to in 
their country. Lastly, sectarianism that was 
fueled by the conflict in Syria is affecting the 
acceptance of warring sides of UNESCO’s 

non-biased approach in conducting 
activities 

> What would you say are your main 
accomplishments in relation to SoJ and 
press freedom ?   

I came up with the initiative to have three 
students from the University of 
Damascus participate in World Press 
Freedom Day that was organized at the 
African Union in Addis Ababa from 1-3 May 
2019.  

In order to choose the three participating 
students I organized a script writing 
competition among media students for three 
TV spots on SoJ, the right to access 
information and hate speech.The three 
winning students Majd Kabakeebi, Zainab 
Haddad and Lujain Othman considered their 
participation as a golden opportunity to 
meet different cultures and get introduced to 
new perspectives related to journalism and 
social media.  

This opportunity allowed the three students 
to be active in initiating communication with 
journalists from all over the world. They had 
the chance to exchange ideas and get 
introduced to new concepts in an open and 
rigorous atmosphere. Their exposure to an 
international experience was beneficial in a 
way they can take back home and develop 
further while also studying UNESCO’s 
special curriculum on SoJ which was 
adopted by the University of Damascus.  

This was the first time in history that media 
students from the University of Damascus 
attended an international conference on FoE 
outside Syria. 

I oversaw the Completion of the second 
phase of the Hate Speech project with the 
Syrian Center for Media FoE. I organized a 
one-day meeting with monitored media 
outlets for the Hate Speech Project in Paris in 



July 2019 to discuss findings of the report 
developed by the Syrian Center for Media 
(SCM).  

The meeting proved essential to have a 
consensus among the monitored media 
outlets on the charted path for phase three 
of the project. 

> How does the conflictual situation in the 
region affect your work ? 

I developed questionnaires for state and 
independent media, conducted all the steps 
to hire a consultant to carry out the 
assessment and come up with a plan of 
action. I have also organized three missions 
to Damascus, Istanbul and Paris to meet with 
respondents on the questionnaires and 
organized focus group meetings with 
presentations for this purpose.  

I believe my communication skills proved 
essential in saving one of the focus group 
meetings from total collapse as participants 
started to exhibit outrage at the seemingly 
ideal standards reflected in the 
assessment to be conducted while Syria is 
in a state of conflict and war. I was able to 
explain the objective of the assessment and 
dissipate any concerns and anger among the 
participants. 

● What could be the next steps for 
NRC and UNESCO in the country ? 

Working on having all stakeholders adopt 
the SOJ Action Plan, which draws a 
framework and a detailed work plan to carry 
out advocacy for improving journalists’ 
safety conditions ; and highlighting where 
improvement is needed in terms of 
reporting and creating a safe environment. 

 

 

 

 


