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Initiative 

Trusted expert sources show that media freedom has been in a global state of decline 

for the last decade. This decline is evident from the Reporters Without Borders’ 2018 

report which confirmed that 80 journalists were killed and over 300 were imprisoned 

that year. The high-profile cases such as that of Jamal Khashoggi and Daphne Caruana 

Galizia are only the tip of the iceberg. There are, in fact, hundreds of journalists 

suffering harassment, detention, attacks and murders throughout the world and 

according to Freedom House, only 13% of the world’s population have access to a free 

press. 

 

In response to this shocking decline in media freedom, the UK Government launched 

a global media freedom campaign in 2019. This campaign which was spearheaded by 

the then Foreign Secretary, Rt Hon Jeremy Hunt MP, made ending crimes against 

journalists and ensuring a free press the highest order priority and encouraged other 

national governments to commit to doing the same.  

 

Following the Foreign & Commonwealth Office’s (FCO) Ministerial-level Media 

Freedom Conference, the British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union (BGIPU) 

hosted an International Parliamentary Seminar on Media Freedom from 9th-11th 

September 2019 in the UK Parliament. Participating in the Seminar were some 70 

parliamentary delegates from thirteen countries, journalists, legal and media freedom 

experts and UK parliamentarians. The Seminar was hosted by Rt Hon John 

Whittingdale OBE MP and saw participation from representatives from every region of 

the world.  By bringing together parliamentarians and experts from around the world 

to discuss the outcomes of the FCO's Global Media Freedom Conference (see attached 

Global Pledge document), BGIPU sought to move the debate beyond the 

governmental level and provide parliamentarians with a platform to better understand 

and execute the outcomes of the Media Freedom Campaign. It enabled outspoken 
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parliamentarians from countries where media freedoms are placed at risk to 

participate in open debate and discuss ways that they, as parliamentarians, can 

influence the state of the media on a national and international level. The Seminar 

embraced the invaluable capacity of parliamentarians to scrutinise government and 

encouraged parliamentarians from relevant countries to continue to press their 

governments to deliver on the outcomes from the governmental conference. The 

Seminar also drew upon parliamentarians’ role as the world’s legislators and the 

impact that they can have in making regulatory change. 
Summary of Seminar Proceedings 

Parliamentary 

Perspectives on the FCO 

Conference 

The Seminar was officially 

opened by BGIPU Chair, 

Rt Hon John Whittingdale 

OBE MP who addressed 

the global decline in 

media freedom and called 

upon delegates to use 

their position of power to counter negative backslides in democracy. He highlighted 

how easy it is for governments to sign pledges but not follow through on their 

commitments. It is for this reason that the parliamentary power of scrutiny is so 

valuable in ensuring that countries comply with the promises they made to protect 

journalists end ensure a free press. Alastair King-Smith, Co-ordinator of the FCO's 

Global Media Freedom Campaign, continued this message with an overview of the 

outcomes of the Conference and discussion of how the campaign is a long-term 

project which they encourage other countries to engage with. He emphasised the 

importance of collective action and the value of countries making National Action 
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Plans. Senator Julie Miville-Dechêne of Canada then emphasised the role the media 

plays in maintaining strong democracies and noted that “a free press is also an 

imperfect press”. She said that even countries who are ranked highly in the Reporters 

Without Borders Index must not be complacent as media environments can shift 

quickly and all countries are susceptible to the threat of backslides. She addressed 

how, as legislators, parliamentarians can advance many of the goals identified in the 

Global Pledge and how with coordinated condemnation of human rights violators, 

more can be achieved. 

 

Delegations were then asked to share their perspectives on the Foreign & 

Commonwealth Office Conference. Delegates expressed concern over the increase in 

threats faced by journalists and welcomed parliamentary involvement in tackling the 

issue. Many delegates indicated personal concern over the state of media freedom in 

their own countries and highlighted problems such as the stifling of critical reporting 

of the government, the censoring impact that security laws can have on the media and 

the increasingly pervasive issue of disinformation and "fake news". Each delegation 

welcomed the opportunity to learn more about how they can play a role in improving 

these issues both in their home countries and on an international level. 

 

International Frameworks for 

Protecting Media Freedom 

The second session which was 

chaired by Baroness Anelay of St 

Johns, Chair of the International 

Relations Committee, focused on 

what existing international 

obligations countries are under 

to maintain media freedom and 

protect journalists.  
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Maria Ordzhonikidze, Director of Justice for Journalists, explained that freedom of 

opinion and expression are enshrined in both the European Convention on Human 

Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Every country who 

is a signatory to these legally binding documents is, therefore, directly obligated to 

ensure a safe environment for journalists to work within and to safeguard citizens’ 

access to a free media. Although we have international laws which protect the rights 

of journalists, we lack an international legal mechanism to investigate and prosecute 

crimes against journalists. Thus, unless there is political will to adhere to the 

international laws by which we are bound, crimes will remain unpunished. 

 

Professor Ivor Gaber, the UK Representative on UNESCO’s International Programme 

for the Development of Communications, then proceeded with an overview of the 

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

Impunity, and discussed the limitations surrounding its implementation. The most 

notable limitation being that the Plan of Action only addresses the killing of journalists, 

when most threats faced by journalists are, in fact, assaults, prosecution, harassment 

and destruction of property. He explained that the greatest tool UNESCO has for 

fighting impunity and threats to journalists is the ability to name and shame states on 

the international stage.  

 

Joy Hyvarinen of Index on Censorship also advocated this point when she said that 

every state is equally subject to international legislation and that no state’s 

infringements should go unaddressed. In order to ensure that states fulfil their 

obligations, parliamentarians ought to apply pressure to their governments to act 

appropriately and provide adequate responses to reports on the Council of Europe 

Platform for the Protection of Journalism and of Journalists. She also emphasised the 

importance of governments, parliamentarians and civil society working together to 

ensure the application of international law.  



6 
 

 

Media Sustainability 

The next session saw an 

engaging discussion on 

media sustainability which 

was chaired by Belinda 

Goldsmith, Editor-in- Chief 

of Thomson Reuters 

Foundation. The panel of 

experts addressed the 

importance of ensuring a 

fair and competitive environment for journalists to operate within and discussed the 

challenges that businesses face. Nishant Lalwani, Director of Investments at Luminate, 

gave insights into the commercial challenges facing the media and explained why we 

need to incentivise journalism in order to maintain a strong public interest media. This 

kind of journalism represents communities which are often not given a voice by 

corporate media and provides citizens with balanced and reliable information which 

allows them to make informed decisions about their country. He suggested that a fund 

which supports public interest media should be considered by countries as a means of 

protecting journalism during this transition phase to digital media. 

 

Shaimum Sarwar Kamal then spoke on behalf of the Parliament of Bangladesh about 

his perspectives on media ownership issues. This included the importance of pluralism 

of media ownership to reflect a diversity of views and ensure fair competition, and the 

need for transparency of ownership. Moez Chakchouk, UNESCO’s Assistant Director- 

General for Communication and Information, continued these sentiments through an 

analysis of the financial health of media operations and the threats faced in today’s 

media age. He stressed the importance of investing in media development and 

technical support for journalists as a means of protecting the media. By ensuring the 
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maintenance of a healthy media, countries’ democracy levels can be developed, and 

economies can be increased.  

 

Lord Black of Brentwood, Deputy Chairman of Telegraph Media Group, then gave an 

overview of possibilities for regulating the media and argued that the independence 

of the media from the state is paramount. Instead, there should be no state regulation 

of the press and an independent body should manage all regulation and complaints 

procedures because statutory regulation and taxpayer involvement has the potential 

to give the state too much influence over content which would have very detrimental 

impacts on media freedom. 

 

Regional Perspectives 

The second day of the 

Seminar commenced with a 

panel called ‘regional 

perspectives’ which heard 

contributions regarding 

Europe, the Middle East and 

Africa. Afrah Nasser, an 

independent Yemeni 

journalist and winner of 

CPJ’s International Press 

Freedom Award, explained how war and political unrest has had a negative impact on 

the media, and cited that even social media is under threat in the Middle East because 

regimes shut down the internet or social media companies. While crimes against 

journalists in the Middle East are often committed by the leaders of those countries, 

Afrah noted the importance of foreign powers addressing these human rights abuses. 

She spoke of the perceived hypocrisy of Western countries who are allied with regimes 

which commit crimes against their citizens and journalists, stressing that we need to 
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have an honest conversation about our international standards before we can make 

meaningful change. 

 

Lord Foulkes of Cumnock, General Rapporteur on Media Freedom and Safety of 

Journalists for the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, provided 

perspectives on the situation in Europe. He expressed concern over the decline in 

media freedom and condemnation over the crimes committed against journalists 

within the region. He then provided a thorough explanation of the Council of Europe’s 

work and the role that the Court of Human Right. The Platform for Protecting 

Journalists and Journalism is used as a monitoring mechanism whereby a Monitoring 

Committee produces reports on countries which have not fulfilled their obligations 

and publishes them on a public forum. Countries are then invited to respond to the 

report and act upon the recommendations provided by the Committee and it is hoped 

that this method of ‘naming and shaming’ will pressure them to improve their 

standards. This initiative taken by the Council of Europe was noted as a positive one 

with suggestions it should be used as an example for other regions. As well as the 

requirement for a reporting system, it was recommended that all parliamentarians 

request the creation of a National Plan of Action on the Protection of Journalists in 

their home countries.  

 

Solomon Mugera, BBC World Service’s Head of Journalism for Africa, reiterated this 

concern regarding media freedom standards when outlining his perspectives from 

reporting in Africa. He noted how the use of national security and cybersecurity laws 

to suppress anti-government sentiment has stifled public debate and led to self-

censorship of the media. He explained that while the BBC has faced difficulties 

reporting in Africa, community media suffer far more severe challenges as they possess 

neither the funds nor the international reputation to fight the injustices being 

experienced. The African Union has not given media freedom priority and, 

unfortunately, the region lacks political will to tackle the issue.   Nevertheless, there 
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had been some notable improvements in the region with Gambia and Ethiopia making 

significant progress in some areas. He also emphasised that countries such as Namibia, 

Ghana and South Africa rank more highly on the Media Freedom Index than the UK.  

 

Ending Impunity 

The next session 

addressed the vital topic of 

ending impunity chaired 

by Rt Hon John 

Whittingdale OBE MP. 

Presenters provided an 

overview of national and 

international attempts to 

bring those who have 

murdered journalists to justice. Rebecca Vincent, UK Bureau Director for Reporters 

Without Borders, began the session by outlining why impunity is of such concern.  At 

best, just 10% of crimes against journalists are resolved and see genuine justice. This 

level of unaccountability and lack of criminal punishment means that perpetrators are 

emboldened to commit crimes against journalists and a cycle of harassment and 

attacks persists. She advised delegates on how they can take small-scale action to act 

on impunity by launching debates in the chamber of their parliaments on crimes or by 

carrying out scrutiny work like that of the UK Parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee 

which had produced a report from its inquiry on the FCO Media Freedom campaign 

that week. Professor Jackie Harrison, UNESCO Chair on Media Freedom, Journalism 

Safety and the Issue of Impunity, followed on from this with an explanation of why 

impunity exists. She cited that impunity is a method of protecting vested interests 

rather than the public interest and that safeguards are required to stop leaders from 

abusing power in this way. These safeguards should be seen through strong 

infrastructures and institutions which ensure an independent judiciary and legislature. 
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The delegates then had the opportunity to hear a powerful contribution from Matthew 

Caruana Galizia, the award-winning investigative journalist and son of murdered 

Maltese journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia. He recounted how Malta had been a stable 

democracy which had deteriorated over the space of five years and how its weak 

structures of governance meant that a corrupt government was able to maintain 

control and impede justice. Undertaking a detailed investigation into corruption at the 

highest level, Ms Caruana Galizia, was killed by a car bomb which is widely believed to 

have been ordered by figures behind the corruption she was exposing. Since her 

murder two years ago, the official criminal investigation has not progressed, and her 

family are still campaigning strongly for the perpetrators to face justice.  Matthew 

observed that no country can be totally immune from crimes against journalists like 

this occurring but one way to address such risks is to make the defence of free media 

from violence and threats part of our everyday discourse to raise awareness. He asked 

that delegates use their parliamentary power to apply pressure on the Maltese 

Government to launch an effective enquiry into who was responsible for her death and 

answers regarding why the state failed to protect her when she was being threatened.  

 

Caoilfhionn Gallagher QC, a barrister at Doughty Street Chambers and head of the 

legal team for Daphne Caruana Galizia’s family, explored the question of how we can 

use the law to stop threats to journalists and secure accountability. She detailed 

multiple shocking but less well-known cases of journalists who have been harassed, 

assaulted and killed because of the news they were reporting. All examples show that 

despite the strong mechanisms we have, we still are not seeing justice. This is because 

of the slow and sluggish nature of the mechanisms and lack of political will to prioritise 

the cases. It is predicted that it will take six years for the case of Ms Caruana Galizia to 

go through the European Court of Human Rights. Caoilfhionn argued that the only 

way of ensuring that justice is delivered more quickly and effectively, is by politicians 

applying pressure. She called upon delegates to speak out if Malta misses the Council 
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of Europe’s three-month deadline for launching a public enquiry into this murder and 

stated that we need to show countries who infringe the rights of journalists that the 

world is watching and that they will be held to account.  

 

Building Trust in Media 

The final session of the day 

which was moderated by 

Matthew Amroliwala, 

presenter of BBC World 

News, looked at the 

disinformation phenomenon 

and initiatives which have 

been taken to build capacity 

for the media to provide high 

quality and ethical journalism.  Rosie Parkyn, Director of Programmes for Internews, 

provided an explanation of what disinformation is and why it is a concern. She 

explained that because of the spread of news which has an emotional effect and 

demonises the truth, we have even less reliable information available to us than in the 

past. This has resulted in a decline in trust which has, in turn, has encouraged news 

avoidance which leads to a less informed society.  

 

Caroline Nursey, CEO of BBC Media Action, then explained that the best way of 

countering disinformation is to provide journalists with training and financial support, 

so they are not incentivised to produce inaccurate or sensationalist journalism. 

Because of the shift in the media market, journalists are under more financial strain 

which makes maintaining a moral approach to reporting harder. To counter this, 

Caroline advocated the need for a global fund to support public interest media. 
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Using Domestic Legislation 

to Protect Journalists 

The third and final day 

began with a session 

chaired by Jo Stevens MP 

from the UK House of 

Commons' Culture Media 

& Sport Committee, which 

addressed how 

parliamentarians can use 

their role as legislators to ensure a safe environment for journalists to work within. Sue 

Turton, a journalist who was convicted of terrorism while reporting for Al Jazeera in 

Egypt, began the session by speaking about how the conviction has put hard limits on 

her journalism career and that the government would have succeeded in silencing her 

if she had been an Egyptian citizen. As in her case, domestic laws adopted to ensure 

national security are often used to silence voices which scrutinise the government. 

Barbora Bukovská, Senior Director for Law & Policy for Article 19, further supported 

this argument through her discussion of post 9/11 security resolutions and how the 

adoption of broad surveillance legislation has had a limiting effect on independent 

journalism. She also outlined how rigid defamation and libel laws are used to sue 

journalists. This use of civil law creates a financial barrier which leads to self-censorship 

of the media. Parliamentarians should consider the careful reform of civil defamation 

and libel laws in their home countries to bring them more in line with international 

standards. Dr Damian Tambini, Associate Professor at London School of Economics, 

then gave a detailed analysis of the challenges of formulating effective media policy 

and regulation. He explained that because of the rise in social media, we are at a crucial 

time for reforming media legislation and parliamentarians should take this opportunity 

to change regulation for the better. He expressed concern regarding the integration 

between the media and modern politics and noted that because the media has a role 
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in shaping public opinion, we need to be better aware of politicians’ relationship with 

the sector.  In this vein, it is important to facilitate and lead media reform in a cross-

cutting and cross-sector way which includes the views of civil society. 

 

Rt Hon Lord Neuberger of Abbotsbury, Chair of High-Level Legal Panel on Media 

Freedom and Former President of UK Supreme Court, closed the session with an 

overview of the High- Level Legal Panel on Media Freedom’s role and an explanation 

of how countries can make use of its initiatives. The purpose of the panel is to give the 

legal system teeth and ensure that the media freedom initiative sees action, rather 

than just words.  While it was Canada and the UK who set up the High-Level Legal 

Panel, the lawyers who sit on the panel are international and it is intended that other 

countries engage with its work. It is composed of six committees which will carry out 

collaborative research and produce reports on areas such as blasphemy, defamation, 

public security and official secrets. These reports will act as ‘model laws’ and will be 

used to assist states in reforming outdated or problematic legislation. They will be 

applicable to all countries and aim to make laws compatible with international 

standards while acknowledging national constitutions and requirements.  Lord 

Neuberger explained that as well as the committees, the Panel intends to promote 

targeted sanctions against individuals (rather than states) who persecute journalists, 

provide investigatory teams in serious cases, and encourage the expedition of visas or 

citizenship for journalists at risk. He requested that delegates ask their governments 

to support the Global Defence Fund and the High-Level Legal Panel’s work. 

 

Outcomes of the International Parliamentary Seminar on Media Freedom 

 

The seminar saw recognition of the need for stronger parliamentary engagement with 

issues surrounding media freedom and there was agreement among participating 

parliamentarians to press for the issue to be raised on the Inter-Parliamentary Union 

(IPU) agenda.  Delegates acknowledged that while strong domestic and international 
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legislation for protecting journalists exists, it cannot be effective unless those in power 

are committed to enforcing it.  To this end, every parliamentarian has a powerful 

platform which they can use to strengthen legislative remedies for media freedom, 

amend out-dated legislation creating barriers for a free press, condemn and seek 

justice for crimes against journalists, advocate for adoption of National Action Plans 

on Media Freedom and encourage support of the Global Defence Fund. 

 

It was recognised that a free media also plays an important part in ensuring a 

democratic environment where politics is accountable and trust exists between 

political leaders, the media and the public with constructive and mutually supportive 

interactions between them.  Given that attacks on media are often a precursor to wider 

threats to political freedom, it makes good sense in support of democracy for 

parliamentarians to defend media freedom, despite the inherent tensions that exist 

between the political and media sectors.   

 

Where media freedom is quashed, dissenting parliamentary voices are too often the 

next to be silenced.  This is clearly relevant to the IPU which has a unique role to play 

in defence of democracy through its Committee on the Human Rights of 

Parliamentarians.  It is these strong linkages between democracy, media freedom and 

the quality of governance which was most strongly highlighted by exchanges during 

the seminar and the parliamentarians which attended pledged themselves to continue 

their engagement to build upon and strengthen cooperation on such issues. 
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Global pledge on media freedom 
Media freedom faces growing threats around the world. 

Journalists and media organisations are increasingly confronted in their vital work by 
restrictive laws, punitive legal measures, and physical violence. Too often, whether they 
work with traditional media or on digital platforms, they pay for their commitment with 
their liberty or their lives. 
 
Media freedom is an integral element of global security and prosperity. People need free 
media to provide them with accurate information and informed analysis if governments are 
to be held to account. 
 
Where journalists and media organisations are free to do their work safely, societies are 
more prosperous and more resilient. The free exchange of views and information that 
results allows communities to identify and pursue emerging opportunities and to recognise 
problems that must be addressed. 
 
Attacks on media freedom are attacks on human rights. They entail attacks on the human 
rights of journalists and those working in media organisations. These rights are enshrined in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other human rights instruments and are 
upheld in the Sustainable Development Goals – rights such as the right to freedom of 
opinion and expression and the right to life, liberty, and security of person. Violations and 
abuses of the rights of journalists and those working in media organisations have a 
cascading effect on the rights of others, as scrutiny falls away. 
 
Too often, it is governments who are the source of threats to media freedom. Governments 
– which are responsible for protecting human rights – instead are the ones to violate them. 
Sometimes, governments target individual journalists or media outlets, often violating the 
right to a fair trial and public hearing and ensuring impunity for perpetrators. Sometimes 
they put in place unreasonably restrictive legal and regulatory frameworks that make it 
impossible for journalists to do their work. Sometimes, they distort the information 
environment intentionally. 
 
Where governments are not the source of the problem, they often fail to provide the 
solutions needed to counter the actions of those who attack media freedom – from terrorist 
groups to criminal organisations. 
 
To counter the threats to media freedom, action is needed both globally and locally. 

As governments, it is our responsibility to ensure that people in our countries can enjoy all 
of their human rights and the benefits these bring to society. 
 
To focus on solving problems at home is not enough. Restrictive regulatory models can 
spread from one jurisdiction to the next. Techniques of intimidation that originate in one 
community soon spread to another. Global digital media platforms are increasingly 
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prevalent and bring with them not only promise of free discourse but also the threat of 
unlawful surveillance and manipulation. 
 
Our governments need to work to ensure that those who violate or abuse the human rights 
that underpin media freedom – be they governments or private entities – are held to 
account. We need to offer solidarity to governments that take steps to strengthen the 
protection of those rights. 
 
In the face of threats to media freedom that are new in scale and in nature, we must adopt 
new forms of collaboration that adapt to new realities. 
 
Our approach must be responsive, acting on acute threats as they emerge. It must be 
strategic, addressing long-term trends and entrenched challenges. 
 
We must seek accountability, working with each other and with governments who have not 
signed this pledge to ensure that governments respect their international human rights 
obligations. We must take into account all areas that affect media freedom, from 
encouraging enabling regulatory environments to promoting transparency in judicial 
processes. We must reach out beyond governments to journalists, media organisations, civil 
society groups, and other stakeholders, to make this a collaborative effort across society. 
We must build on the work of other media freedom initiatives and we will advance that 
work wherever we can. 
 
We must fulfil our obligations under international human rights law and build a safer and 
more prosperous world. 
 
Our countries are committed to working together to protect media freedom. 
 
We commit to speak out and take action together, through a Media Freedom Coalition that 
will: 
 

• make the case for the fundamental importance of media freedom for the security, 
prosperity and wellbeing of all societies 

• combine forces to share information, as appropriate, and take action on cases where 
journalists and media organisations are at risk 

• shine a light on violations and abuses of media freedom, bringing them to the 
attention of the global public and working towards accountability 

• stand together to intervene at the highest level with the governments of countries 
where media freedom is at risk and to show solidarity with countries that work to 
build media freedom 

• consider all available measures to address violations and abuses of international 
human rights, including rights related to media freedom 
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We commit to harnessing the power of our diplomatic networks, through a new Media 
Freedom Contact Group so that our officials are instructed to: 
 

• work directly with those at risk, to ensure we do no harm 

• reach out to local journalists and civil society organisations, to stay connected with 
those on the front lines 

• connect with local governments, to look for solutions 

 
Through this Media Freedom Contact Group, our officials will extend our reach, including 
through existing networks already active in the multilateral system. 
 
We commit to reinforcing international initiatives to champion media freedom. 
 

• we commit to supporting and enhancing efforts by multilateral institutions, 
journalists’ associations, and civil society organisations that provide support for 
media workers and media entities at risk, including mechanisms to raise and respond 
to individual cases of violations and abuse 

• we commit to encouraging and supporting governments to take action to strengthen 
media freedom, bringing together civil society, media organisations, lawyers, 
journalists and communication experts to help establish sustainable, cross-
government structures to take plans forward. This will include showing solidarity 
with governments that create national frameworks and action plans to implement 
the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity. We will 
encourage efforts by the UN and other organisations to establish a Task Force 
dedicated to this purpose 

• we commit to supporting the work of the UN, and other organisations, to tackle a 
range of challenges affecting journalists. We welcome the creation of a Global Media 
Defence Fund to support journalists in distress, cover legal expenses and initiatives, 
create peer support networks and support governments to develop national action 
plans 

• we commit to supporting the development of diverse, independent, public interest 
media 

• we welcome the establishment of the independent High Level Panel of Legal Experts, 
which will, inter alia, provide advice to governments who want to strengthen legal 
mechanisms to improve media freedom 

We commit to maintaining these principles and being vigilant.  We commit to meeting 
annually to renew our commitments and to address emerging threats and opportunities. 
 
Signed at the Global Conference for Media Freedom London, United Kingdom 10 July 2019 


