
 

 

The Protection of Journalists  
History 
Journalism has, since the 16th 

century, seen the best and 

worst of humanity. It has been 

there for our greatest triumphs 

and our darkest hours. 

Countless individuals place 

themselves in danger in order 

to give a voice to the people, 

the downtrodden and the 

powerless. Journalists play an 

integral role in the power 

dynamics between a 

government and its people. Since 1992, 1,416 journalists and media workers have been killed with a 

confirmed motive.1 This means that it is reasonably certain the journalist was targeted because of 

their work. In 2017 alone, 46 journalists were murdered or caught in the crossfire of the conflict they 

were reporting on. Outside of conflict zones, journalists are often targeted by organized crime groups, 

militias, security personnel, and even the police.2 The Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) has 

found that in Mexico at least nine journalists were killed due to their work in the past year. In 

addition, CPJ has found that journalists covering politics are more at risk than journalists covering 

war. Yet the journalists most at risk are local, not foreign correspondents because foreign reporters 

often enjoy some protection by their native governments. 

 The issue of impunity is pressing when it comes to these statistics. Impunity stems from 

corruption. In fact, from 2006-2009, there was a total 245 cases dealing with the murder of 

journalists. Only nine led to a conviction3. So long as there is still impunity for killers, the cycle of 

violence will continue. Impunity undermines public confidence in the law and allows for fear and 

intimidation to rule.4 As the United Nations works towards their Sustainable Development Goals, the 

protection of journalists is a top concern.5 Goal 16 deals specifically with advancing freedom of 

information within societies and communities. Journalists are integral to providing factual and 

verified information. Without information, people cannot make knowledgeable, autonomous 

decisions, like in political elections. With technological advancements, press freedom has become 

more difficult due to growing threats from government surveillance. UNESCO estimates that roughly 

every 5 days, a media worker is killed for doing their job. In order to reach Goal 16, press freedom 
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must be protected and the United Nations must take the lead in working to improve protections for 

journalists.  

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states, “everyone has the right…to 

seek, receive and impart information through any media and regardless of frontiers.” Even with the 

help of the United Nations and several NGOs such as CPJ, several nations still severely restrict the 

freedom of information, often at the cost of individual journalist’s safety. Without proper action, 

journalists will continue to be threatened for giving a voice to the people. 

 

Free Speech and Freedom of Press & Issues of Sovereignty  
Violations of freedom of speech and freedom of press are issues that are intertwined with the safety of 

journalists. As the world has witnessed advancements in technology, instances like what happened in 

Mexico in late June 2017 will happen more and more. Several of Mexico’s top opposition leaders, 

journalists, and human rights advocates were targeted by advanced spyware sold exclusively to 

governments. The spyware, Pegasus, was originally intended to target terrorists and other threats, 

such as drug cartels. However, the software was found on the phones of several of the government’s 

top critics. One of the victims, Juan E. Pardinas has stated, “We are the new enemies of the 

state...Ours is a society where democracy has been eroded.” This struggle raises several legal and 

ethical questions. Several cyber-experts leave little doubt that the attacks were made by people 

outside of Mexico’s government.6 Without proper regulation and clear-cut guidelines, governments 

will continue to impede press freedoms. As seen with Mexico, attacks made by governments have 

become highly personalized and sophisticated. In what ways can journalists protect themselves and 

their sources against highly advanced software attacks? At what point do government’s protections 

infringe upon press freedoms and freedom of speech?  

In Bangladesh, the death of two children due to reckless driving sparked a wave of massive, 

peaceful student protests. However, police crackdowns on the protests, as well as vigilante actions 

made by pro-government groups have led to the injuries of hundreds. In an effort to stop the protests, 

the Bangladeshi government blocked 3G and 4G internet services.7 A photojournalist, Shahidul Alam, 

was arrested by at least 20 plain clothes officers following comments Alam made in media interviews 

about the protests. Amnesty International has demanded his release, stating, “There is no justification 

whatsoever for detaining anyone for solely peacefully expressing their views. His arrest marks a 

dangerous escalation of a crackdown by the government that has seen the police and vigilantes 

unleash violence against student protesters.”8 Governments will continue to try to use technology to 

stifle dissent of the people and journalists who criticize them.  

 

Current Actions 
The United Nations has made several distinct measures in the past to ensure the protection of 

journalists. First, the UNHRC has appointed a Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of 
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the right to freedom of opinion and expression. Currently held by David Kaye, the Special 

Rapporteur is mandated to gather information regarding threats or violations of the right to freedom 

of opinion against journalists. In addition, the Special Rapporteur submits annual reports covering the 

issue to the Human Rights Council and the General Assembly.9 These reports help to shed light on 

the current situation of the world for journalists, and where press freedoms are being restricted. In 

2016, the Special Rapporteur published a report about contemporary challenges to press freedoms. 

This report detailed issues such as Undermining the right to information and internet shutdowns.  

The United Nations Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity is 

the first UN strategy to address the protection of journalists. This plan was developed by UNESCO in 

2010, following the request of the Intergovernmental 

Council of the International Programme for the 

Development of Communication. The plan set out six 

distinct approaches to help mitigate the threat journalists 

face. One of which details awareness building.10 This 

includes three separate international days including: World 

Press Freedom Day on May 3, International Day to End 

Impunity for Crimes Against Journalists on November 2, and 

International Day for Universal Access to Information of 

September 28. In addition to internationally recognized days, 

the awareness building section of the plan deals with the 

UNESCO/Guillermo Cano World Press Freedom Prize, and 

the UNESCO Global Ambassador. Other approaches include: 

standard setting and policy making, monitoring and 

reporting, capacity building, academic research, and 

coalition building.  

UNESCO has worked with Reporters Without Borders to publish a regularly updated practical 

guide for journalists working in conflict zones. International legal systems are one of the key tools the 

United Nations has to enforce the protection of journalists. These legal systems include: The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Geneva Conventions, and the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights.  
The Role of NGOs  
Some of the most stalwart protectors of journalists are journalists themselves. Organizations like the 

Committee to Protect Journalists are essential to understanding current threats journalists face. The 

Committee to Protect Journalists was created in 1981 by a group of American correspondents. From 

there, CPJ has grown into one of the most recognizable NGOs dealing with the protection of 

journalists.11 CPJ works to publicly reveal abuses against the press and publishes in depth reports 

about current issues facing journalists. 

Another important NGO is Reporters Without Borders. Reporters Without Borders was 

founded in 1985.12 This organization works to publish an annual report, The World Press Freedom 
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Index. The Index ranks countries based on the amount of press freedom for that year. Currently, 

Norway ranks first on the Index, and North Korea ranks 180. Turkey and Mexico have been dropping 

farther in rank, while Tunisia has seen a large improvement. These NGOs are responsible for large 

amounts of data pertaining to the threats faced by journalists around the world. Without their 

advocacy work, many more journalists would be in harm’s way.  

 

Journalists Caught in Crossfire: 

Case Study, Syria 
Since 2011, Syria has witnessed the death of 

122 journalists. Of those 122 journalists, 102 

were killed by crossfire or dangerous 

assignments.13 Often times, most media 

outlets cannot afford full-time war 

correspondents. In order to subvert this, 

media outlets rely on freelancers. The 

competition between freelancers is fierce, 

and often leads to amateurs taking greater 

risks for more money.14 As of July 18th 2018, 

at least 70 journalists are trapped in southwestern Syria, between forces aligned with President 

Bashar al-Assad and the closed borders of Israel and Jordan. However, it is estimated that up to 270 

journalists are caught between the border and the Syrian forces.15  

Many journalists and civilians fled to Quneitra after the Syrian government and Syrian 

opposition forces came to agreement on July 6 on the surrender of opposition held towns and cities in 

the Daraa province16. "Given the danger from fighting, as well as Syrian security services' heavy-

handed treatment of journalists and media workers in the past, it is no wonder that the journalists in 

Daraa and Quneitra are afraid,” the CPJ Middle East and North African Program Coordinator said.  

In 2014, James Foley was an American freelance reporter working in Syria. He was kidnapped along 

with his translator and British Journalist John Cantlie. In June of 2014, Foley’s captors demanded a 

ransom paid by his family and the United States government. After being held in captivity for 

months, James Foley was beheaded by ISIL in August of 2014. His execution was taped and posted on 

Youtube. His beheading was purportedly in response to American airstrikes in Iraq17.  

The journalists that report on war put themselves at risk, everyday in order to help contribute to a 

society based on free information. Without their work and their sacrifice, our world would be much 
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different than it is today. Thus, it is imperative 

that journalists are free from persecution no 

matter the state of a nation’s civil affairs. 

  

Journalists Imprisoned: Case 

Study, China 
Violations of press freedom runs deeper than just 

the death of journalists. The most common 

charge against journalists in nations like China 

or Egypt is anti-state activities. It is estimated 

that roughly 74% of journalists are imprisoned, 

globally, on anti-state charges. Often, 

governments use broad and vaguely worded 

terror laws to intimidate journalists.18 Among 

the world’s nations, China has a disproportionately high number of journalists imprisoned. In 2017, 

41 journalists were imprisoned in China, for crimes ranging from spreading separatist ideas to leaking 

state secrets to foreign entities.19  

 In February of 2018, China had detained several family members of U.S. based reporters in 

what appears to be an attempt to intimidate them for their coverage of the Xinjiang region. The 

Xinjiang region has a Muslim majority, where tens of thousands of Muslim ethnic Uighurs have been 

detained in ‘political education centers.’ Due to constant and pervasive surveillance, it has been 

extremely difficult for foreign, China based reporters to effectively cover the crackdown in 

Xinjiang.20 Currently, China is ranked 176 out of 180 on the 2018 World Press Freedom Index.21 The 

index measures country’s freedom of press, and intends to reflect the amount of freedom various 

journalists and media personnel have in each country and how authorities respect those freedoms. 

The higher the score, the less press freedom Reporters Without Borders has found in a country.  

Questions to Consider:  
• How do issues of sovereignty intersect with freedom of press, especially concerning foreign 

correspondents?  

• How can individual nations and the international community work together to protect 

journalists? 

• What action should be taken towards nations that are suppressing their citizen’s freedom of 

speech?   

• What point is too dangerous for journalists to cover ongoing conflicts?  

• In what ways can the international community work to ensure that the cycle of violence and 

impunity does not continue? 
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