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Introduction

The concept of free and independent media is enshrined in the basic concept of the freedom 
of the press, or the freedom of communication and expression through vehicles including 
various electronic media and published materials. For centuries this freedom was focussed on 
the written word, then the last century saw the development of radio and TV broadcasting, 
with varying degrees of censorship and control throughout the world, and most recently the 
explosion of the internet. Its use for information and communication has made it the most 
frequently used medium in both the industrialised and the developing world and made 
freedom of expression more widespread, in particular in regions whose regimes impose strict 
censorship in an often ruthless manner.

Press and media freedom remains a serious issue, not only in authoritarian states, but in 
established democracies too. The independence of the media, linked to but different from the 
freedom thereof, is also under scrutiny, with state monopolies and concentration of 
ownership of media companies remaining of concern in all parts of the world, including the 
EU.

International Agreements governing Freedom and Independence of the Media

Freedom of the press is covered by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which states 
in its Article 19 that

"Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes the 
right to hold opinions without interference, and impart information and ideas through any 
media regardless of frontiers."

The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights develops the principle and makes explicit reference to 
the media in its Article 11

" 2. The freedom and pluralism of the media shall be respected."

In the Cotonou Partnership Agreement, Article 9.2 calls for respect for all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, but without any specific reference to press or media:

"The Parties refer to their international obligations and commitments concerning 
respect for human rights...(and)....undertake to promote and protect all fundamental freedoms 
and human rights, be they civil and political or economic, social and cultural."

The World Association of Newspapers (WAN-IFRA) endorses the terms of the Universal 
Declaration in its Statutes:

"The basic conviction of WAN-IFRA is that free and independent newspapers and a 
free and independent news publishing industry play an indispensable role in maintaining free 
societies and promoting human rights."

Despite the commitment of signatories to the Universal Declaration and other agreements, in 
practice both the freedom and the independence of the media are under threat or are even non-
existent in many countries.

The Threat to Freedom and Independence of the Media

"I fear three newspapers more than a hundred thousand bayonets." ~Napoleon
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Freedom of expression through press or media is curtailed in many different ways - either 
systematically by central authorities at the national level or more specifically at the level of 
the individual journalist or publication.

Reporters Without Borders (RWB), an international NGO which in 2005 was awarded the 
European Parliament Sakharov Prize for Freedom of thought, publishes rankings every year 
for countries in the area of press freedom. The criteria used include the following:

 number of journalists murdered, expelled or harassed
 existence of a state monopoly on TV and radio
 existence of censorship or self-censorship in the media
 overall independence of the media
 conditions facing foreign journalists

In its most recent report, RWB was critical particularly of certain EU nations, stating that
"Press freedom must be defended everywhere in the world with the same energy and 

the same insistence......... It is disturbing to see European democracies such as France, Italy 
and Slovakia fall steadily in the rankings year after year. Europe should be setting an example 
as regards civil liberties. How can you condemn human rights violations abroad if you do not 
behave irreproachably at home?" 8th Annual Report 2009.

RWB singles out Italy (49th) and Bulgaria (68th) as the major fallers due to organised crime 
and the targeting of journalists by mafia. Slovakia (44th) is criticised for government 
meddling in media activities and France fell to 43rd due to judicial investigations into 
journalists and raids on news media, as well as meddling in the media by senior politicians.

EU states Denmark, Finland and Ireland top the rankings, but it is of concern to see two 
candidate countries for EU membership, Croatia (78th) and Turkey (122nd) both falling 
considerably.

As regards ACP countries, there is praise for a number of African countries who find 
themselves in the top 50, although the Horn of Africa contains some of the worst cases, in 
particular Eritrea, where no independent media is tolerated at all, and 30 journalists are in 
prison. Somalia is also singled out as the country where most journalists were killed during 
2008-2009.

Elsewhere in Africa there are mixed performances ranging from Ghana (33rd) and Mali (30th) 
to Nigeria (135th), Zimbabwe (136th) and Equatorial Guinea (158th). Niger, Gambia, DRC 
and Rwanda also languish among the lowest in the rankings.

In the Caribbean, Haiti is praised for climbing to 57th position.

In the Pacific the military coup in Fiji is blamed for its fall of 73 places to 152nd. However 
Papua New Guinea (56th), obtained "a very respectable ranking for a developing country".

Elsewhere, China, Burma, Russia and Iran are strongly criticised for widespread violations of 
press freedom, ranging from imprisonment of journalists and internet censorship in China to 
attacks and murders of journalists and activists in Russia.

Freedom House (FH), an international NGO, also addresses the issue of free and 
independent media in its research and echoed the RWB findings in its Freedom of the Press 
2009 report. Out of 195 countries covered, 70 (36%) are rated "Free", 61 (31%) "Partly Free" 
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and the remaining 64 (33%) "Not Free", an overall decline in freedom when compared with 
the previous year. FH also shows Italy slipping into "Partly Free" status, not only due to 
organised crime but also because of libel laws restricting free speech and concentration of 
media ownership.

FH also singles out murders of journalists in Bulgaria and Croatia but praises Haiti and 
Guyana for marked improvements. Overall it concludes that:" Authoritarian States are 
increasingly consolidating control of the media. In the last 5 years, space for independent 
media has shrunk in countries like Russia, Ethiopia and the Gambia. The level of violence and 
physical harassment directed at the press by both government and non-state actors continues 
to rise in many countries. Many cases go unsolved and these attacks have a chilling effect on 
media, contributing to self-censorship."

In a separate report entitled "Freedom on the Net", FH looked at 15 countries, including the 
UK, South Africa and Kenya. In its conclusions it states that

"As internet and mobile phone use explodes worldwide, governments are adopting 
new and multiple means for controlling these technologies that go far beyond technical 
filtering."

While there is some degree of internet censorship in all the countries surveyed, Estonia 
(10%), the UK (20%) and South Africa (21%) emerge the best.

The International Federation of Journalists, and its European regional organisation, the 
European Federation of Journalists (EFJ) which represents of over 250.000 journalists 
through forty national journalists unions, says that counter-terrorism legislation has seen a 
dramatic rolling back of basic freedoms leading to  a surge in the monitoring of journalists 
communications, the abuse of the protection of sources and an increased readiness to 
prosecute journalists for exposing the contradictions and failures of government.

However, the IFJ/ EFJ believes that the financial crisis facing European journalism today as 
thousands of local and national newspapers fold and newsrooms are starved of the resources 
to fund investigative journalism that informs the public and holds power to account is a 
fundamental crisis for our democracies.

The IFJ/EFJ has called for new methods of financing journalism to save an industry whose 
economic model is collapsing as a result of the internet, the flight of advertising and corporate 
mismanagement. The IFJ believes that journalism must be treated as a public good essential 
for sustaining our democracies.  When the market fails to provide for that public good the 
state must step in to guarantee its provision while creating the necessary safeguards to protect 
its independence.

The IFJ and its African regional organisation, the Federation of African Journalists (FAJ), 
calls for governments to respect UN Security Council Resolution 1738 that demands the 
protection of journalists in conflict zones and condemns in particular the targeting of 
journalists with impunity in the Horn of Africa. The IFJ and FAJ also highlight the oppression 
of journalists in Eritrea where Eritrean-Swedish national Dawit Isaacs has been in jail along 
with 28 other journalists since 2001; of the Gambia where six leaders of the national 
journalists union were jailed for two months in 2009 and the President of the union remains in 
exile; and of  Cameroon which is ranked by the IFJ and FAJ as one of the worst jailers of 
journalists in Africa with six journalists on trial charged with possessing government 
confidential documents.
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The IFJ and FAJ expressed additional concern about press freedom conditions in Somalia, 
Nigeria, Zimbabwe, DR Congo, Tunisia and Niger, where governments and rogue elements 
use a range of legal pressure, imprisonment, killings and other forms of harassment to sharply 
curtail the ability of journalists and independent media to report freely. Dramatic political 
changes that occurred after coups in Africa also ushered in negative changes for the media 
environment.

Media rights in Africa are generally constrained by restrictive laws on libel and defamation, 
the insult of presidential families/monarchs and public figures, and emergency rule.

Independence of media:
Control and ownership of the media is crucial to its independence. In some situations, state or 
private owners of the media can manipulate what is written or broadcast to suit their own 
political or social objectives. In the worst case scenario, as in Rwanda, public radio was used 
to foment mass genocide.

In 2008 the European Parliament adopted a resolution on Concentration and Pluralism in the 
media in the EU, based on a report drawn up by Marianne Mikko, in which it stated:

"media pluralism is an essential pillar of the right to information and freedom of 
expression enshrined in Article 11 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which remain 
fundamental principles for preserving democracy, civic pluralism and cultural diversity".

The European Commission itself stated in its Staff Working Document that
"the concept of media pluralism cannot be limited to the issue of concentration of 

ownership of companies but also includes issues related to public broadcasting services, 
political power, competition in the economy, cultural diversity, the development of new 
technologies, transparency and the working conditions of journalists".

So in more developed nations, the independence of the media may be under threat from 
concentration of ownership, which itself can have a much broader political, economic and 
social impact. Italy is quoted as showing how freedom can regress even in one of the 
founding members of the EU.

During the European Parliament elections in 2009 there were also accusations from 
opposition parties in the UK of how the state broadcasting corporation, the BBC, showed bias 
both in air time before the elections and in its coverage of the results. There is also criticism 
over too many newspapers being concentrated in the hands of one overseas owner.

Initiatives to promote free and independent media

The EU has been a staunch defender of fundamental rights, and the incorporation of its 
Charter into the new Treaty shows how cross-cutting the protection of these rights is in its 
different policy areas. The European Commission has to ensure that these rights are respected 
both within its borders and in its relations with the rest of the world. In agreements signed 
with third countries there is much more conditionality in the requirement for its trading 
partners and aid recipients to respect these rights, although often commercial interests 
outweigh the human rights dimension, as is the case of its relations with China.

The European Commission has launched a number of initiatives aimed more specifically at 
freedom in the media, such as the Lorenzo Natali Prize and actions undertaken through the 
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European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights in which "Independence of the media 
and freedom of the press" is one of the priority areas in the chapter on governance.

Conclusion

Although the freedom and independence of the media is internationally recognised as a 
fundamental aspect of freedom of expression and something which is crucial to democracy 
and civil and human rights, it is being consistently infringed throughout the world on a 
systematic or individual basis by authoritarian regimes or by criminal elements. The JPA must 
remain vigilant and promote the protection of this freedom in its work and in its relations with 
other institutions as well as in its own member states.


