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Freedom of Information and the Press 
UNESCO promotes freedom of expression and
freedom of the press as a basic human right. 

UNESCO, in keeping with its 
Constitution, advocates the basic 
human right of freedom of 

expression, enshrined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, and its 
corollary, press freedom. Indeed, since 
its creation in 1945, UNESCO has been 
called upon to “promote the free flow of 
ideas by word and image”, and the 
Organization’s Member States have 
repeatedly confirmed this 
mandate over the years in 
decisions adopted by the 
General Conference, the 
highest authority of the 
United Nations agency. 
UNESCO promotes 
freedom of expression 
and freedom of the press 
as a basic human right. 
 

Public’s right of access 
to information 

A free press is not a luxury 
that can wait for better 
times; rather, it is part of the 
very process which can 
bring about better times. 
Freedom of the press 
should not be viewed solely as the 
freedom of journalists to report and 
comment. It is strongly correlated with 
the public’s right of access to 
knowledge and information. 
Communication often acts as a catalyst 
for the development of civil society and 
the full exercise of free expression 
enables all parts of society to exchange 
views and find solutions to social, 
economic and political problems. Free 
media play a crucial role in building 
consensus and sharing information, 
both essential to democratic decision-
making and to social development. 

In keeping with this mandate UNESCO 
has been working with professional 
organizations, and a wide range of 
governmental, as well as non-
governmental partners, on several 
fronts to build up, support and defend 
free, independent and pluralistic media 
in developing countries, countries in 
transition and in conflict and post 

conflict areas.  

 

UNESCO’s media 
work 

UNESCO maintains 
close relations with 
regional and 
international media 
organizations and press 
freedom advocacy 
groups. One of its major 
partners is the 
electronic clearing-

house and alert network, 
IFEX, which groups 500 
member organizations in 
130 countries. Since 
1992, IFEX has 
facilitated the sharing of 
information about press 

freedom and the efficiency of reactions 
to cases of violations. 
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Promoting Freedom of 
Expression, Press 

Freedom, Independence 
and Pluralism of the 

Media, Democracy, Peace 
and Tolerance. 

 

Professional training for journalists 

UNESCO recognizes that media 
independence and freedom of 
information do not hinge only on the 
capacity of private individuals to 
operate media outlets; it also requires a 
commitment to professional standards 
of reporting. Thus UNESCO’s work 
includes advocacy, professional training 
for journalists and media professionals, 
and support for professional networks, 
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Assistance to Media in Conflict Situations  
 
For several years now, UNESCO has been supporting independent media in conflict and 
post-conflict situations to enable them to gather and disseminate non-partisan 
information. In this respect, the assistance provided to independent media 
in Afghanistan, Angola, the Balkans,  East Timor, the Great Lakes Region in Africa, Iraq, 
Liberia, the Middle East, Nepal, Sudan and elsewhere has contributed to peace building 
and reconciliation processes. This action in promoting independent media in conflict 
situations has been recognized by the international community. The humanitarian 
nature of this work was recognized by the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees and the Department of Humanitarian Affairs in the June 
1994 United Nations Inter-Agency Appeal. In 1996 the Appeal designated UNESCO as 
lead agency for assistance to independent media for the reconstruction period in the 
former Yugoslavia. Since then the Organization has received considerable financial 
support from a number of donor countries. In conflict areas, information is very often 
replaced by rumors and propaganda. UNESCO will therefore continue to support, 
together with the United Nations and professional organizations, local media whose 
independence of the parties to the conflict is acknowledged, which provide non-partisan 
information and which defend the values of peaceful coexistence and mutual 
understanding. 

Fr
ee

do
m

 o
f I

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

an
d 

th
e 

Pr
es

s 

as well as providing governments with 
advice and information on best 
practices regarding media legislation 
and regulation.  

 

World Press Freedom Day 

Amidst the growing recognition of the 
importance of press freedom for 
democracy and development, in 1993 
the United Nations General Assembly 
proclaimed that May 3 is “World Press 
Freedom Day”. Throughout the world, 
this Day serves as an occasion to 
celebrate press freedom, raise 
awareness of violations against the 
right to freedom of expression and draw 
attention to the work of all too many 
journalists forced to brave death or jail 
to bring people their daily news. It is 
also on World Press Freedom Day that 
UNESCO awards the annual 
UNESCO/Guillermo Cano World Press 
Freedom Prize to a journalist who has 
distinguished him or herself in the fight 
for press freedom. 

UNESCO is increasingly being 
asked to assist, together with the other 
United Nations system organizations, 
funds and programmes, in seeking 
solutions in conflict prevention, 
emergency assistance, and post-
conflict peace-building. Freedom of the 
press, pluralism and independence of 
the media, and development of 
community newspapers and radio 
stations are crucial to the re-

establishment of social bonds and to 
the reconciliation process.  
 

To find out more 
 

Further information is available at the 
website: 
 
http://portal.unesco.org/ci/ 
 

Contact : 
  
Sylvie Coudray, Programme Specialist 
s.coudray@unesco.org 

For further information, contact the Bureau of Public Information, BPI 
UNESCO, 7 Place de Fontenoy, 75007 PARIS, tel. +33 (0)1.45.68.16.81 (16.82) - bpi@unesco.org 
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