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Distinguished Guests and Colleagues, 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

I would like to thank you for giving me the opportunity to introduce 

this session and to inform you about UNESCO’s work on freedom of 

expression and freedom of press. 

 

As the United Nations’ specialized agency with a mandate to 

promote ‘the free flow of ideas by word and image’, this issue is a 

cornerstone of UNESCO’s mission, and cuts across all of the 

organization’s fields of competence, contributing to the promotion 

of what we, at UNESCO, like to call the three D’s: Dialogue, 

Democracy and Development. 

 

Without well-informed professional journalism, corruption and 

crime cannot be exposed, citizens cannot engage in and influence 

public policy, and societies cannot hope to implement the social 

and economic programmes of development that are vital to their 

future prosperity.  
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Well-protected and independent reporting is, therefore not a luxury 

on the development agenda but an absolute necessity. Indeed, in a 

climate where journalists are safe and citizens have access to 

information, a whole host of objectives become possible: 

democratic governance and poverty reduction; sustainable 

development and the conservation of the environment; gender 

equality and the empowerment of women; justice and a culture of 

human rights – and the list goes on.  

 

In partnership with civil society organizations, UNESCO is proud to 

promote freedom of expression and press freedom through a range 

of initiatives, which may be divided according to four key 

approaches: 

 

 Advocacy, awareness-raising and monitoring 

 Safety of media professionals 

 Media law and regulatory framework 

 Ethical and professional standards in media 

 

Among our flagship advocacy and awareness-raising campaign is 

World Press Freedom Day, celebrated every year on 3 May. It is on 

World Press Freedom Day that UNESCO awards the 
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UNESCO/Guillermo Cano World Press Freedom Prize, to honour the 

work of an individual or an organization defending or promoting 

freedom of expression anywhere in the world, especially when this 

has been achieved in the face of danger. 

 

Since 1997, UNESCO’s Director-Generals have also publicly 

condemned the killing of journalists and media workers and urge 

the competent authorities to prevent, investigate and punish such 

crimes. At the same time, UNESCO’s International Programme for 

the Development of Communication (IPDC) contributes to the 

monitoring of press freedom by encouraging Member States to 

submit, on a voluntary basis, information on the results of 

investigations into crimes against journalists, which is then included 

in a public report submitted every two years by the Director-

General to the IPDC Council. 

 

The analysis of national media laws and regulatory frameworks is 

part of our activities. There is no doubt about it - it is the obligation 

of states to ensure that there is an enabling environment for 

freedom of expression and a free press.  
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This includes a legal and regulatory framework according to 

international standards and a judicial system that battles against 

impunity for crimes committed against media professionals. The 

vicious cycle of impunity must end. Every attack against journalists 

and free press is an attack on the freedom of expression of each 

and every one of us. 

 

Finally, UNESCO enhances ethical and professional standard-setting 

for media professionals, not only through trainings and workshops, 

but also through a public knowledge resource sharing, through 

UNESCO’s website, on the issue of media accountability and its 

various mechanisms found in Europe, Africa, South and Southeast 

Asia. 

However, formidable challenges to freedom of expression remain 

and more must be done by all of us. 

 

Distinguished Guests and Colleagues, 

 

A pluralistic and editorially independent press is not common 

throughout the world. Mechanisms of control remain strong in 

many countries. Taxation and licensing procedures are still used as 

means of control and deterrence. All too often, defamation charges 
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remain criminalised rather than part of the civil code. National 

legislation on media and freedom of information fails in some 

countries to meet international standards. In others, such 

legislation has yet to be implemented – or even passed. 

 

Within the media sector, professionalism could be strengthened 

almost everywhere in the world. The accountability and credibility 

of media falls under question all too often.  Voluntary self-

regulation mechanisms need to be established or strengthened in 

many countries. 

 

Violence against journalists also remains a pressing issue. Over the 

last decade alone, more than 500 journalists and media workers 

have been killed worldwide and many more were victim of 

abduction, harassment, intimidation, illegal arrest or sexual 

violence.  

 

The great majority of casualties were not international war 

correspondents, but local journalists working in their own 

countries, mostly in peacetime, and covering local stories.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

In addition to these long-standing problems, a number of new 

challenges are arising.  

 

We have unprecedented opportunities for expression at our 

disposal, thanks to new technologies and the Internet. Today, more 

and more people are able to produce, update and share 

information widely, within and across borders.  

 

This is undoubtedly a great blessing for creativity, exchange and 

dialogue. Yet the digital age poses new threats to the safety of 

those who publicly disseminate information. Every week, we learn 

about new ways in which information is censored, filtered and 

blocked. We hear more and more about bloggers being attacked, 

imprisoned and killed. 

 

It is high time for us to address the new debates that have been 

triggered by the speed of modern-day technological development. 

These touch on the right to privacy and personal data protection. 

They carry on the definition of sensitive information and the 

potential harm caused by information made available on the 
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Internet and through social networks. The proliferation of hate 

speech and defamation over the Internet is raising pertinent 

questions about responsibility. The protection of journalists’ 

sources and whistle-blowers is being thrown into new light. 

 

Debates also touch upon security of both users and the States. They 

link up with issues of cyber-espionage and cyber-crime. The role of 

Internet providers is now open for discussion, as is the use of 

technology to expand surveillance. 

 

Finally, the digital landscape is shaking the business of media to the 

core. Traditional business models are showing signs of fatigue, 

while existing legislation and regulations are being pulled to inertia 

between the burden of legacy and the new reality.  

 

The media sector is under stress from all sides. Pressure is 

compounded by the impact of the global economic crisis. We need 

to rethink how to protect media professionals in this harsh new 

climate. We need to consider how to foster ethical and professional 

standards for the production of quality information in a context of 

rapid change. 
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Distinguished guests, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

The challenges are multiple and ever-changing.  

 

George Orwell once wrote that “if liberty means anything at all, it 

means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.” 

 

Indeed, freedom of expression means the right to inform, whatever 

the contexts, however difficult the situation might be.  

 

Protecting this fundamental human right is an endless process. The 

case must be continually argued, violation of this right should never 

be accepted, and States and societies have to be helped to move 

forward. 

 

I look forward to the discussion and thank you for listening. 

 


