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Journalists under Pressure: Experiences from the Frontline 
Valentina Al-Ama, Ma'an Network, Palestine 

 
The Right to Know in Palestine 

 
Executive Summary 
Realizing the right to know requires building a culture of transparency among governmental authorities, a free 
and independent press, and the empowerment of citizens to demand information. All these elements face 
particular challenges in the occupied Palestinian territories (OPT, including the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East 
Jerusalem), where multiple authorities restrict freedom of information and the media in different ways,  and the 
ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict and internal Palestinian disputes circumscribe citizens’ ability to demand and 
act on information. The most important challenges include:  
 
1. Threats to journalists’ safety and access – journalists operate in a context of regular Israeli military 
activity, Israeli-imposed restrictions on movement and access, and the danger of being detained or injured by 
Israeli forces while pursuing their work. Reporters Without Borders, among other organizations, accused Israeli 
forces of targeting media outlets and facilities during the 2008-2009 Gaza war, and journalists covering popular 
protests in the West Bank are regularly harassed and injured. Palestinian governmental authorities in both the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip have also detained journalists and media professionals, and other Palestinian armed 
groups periodically threaten journalists. The combination of threats from both Israeli and Palestinian authorities 
means that many Palestinian journalists feel profoundly unsafe as they pursue their daily work. Although the 
OPT is viewed as one territory under the Oslo Accords, journalists (like other Palestinians) cannot travel 
between the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and are regularly denied access to certain ‘closed’ areas inside each 
territory, including border areas, areas near Israeli settlements or the ‘separation wall,’ and 
occupied East Jerusalem. Israel also regularly denies foreign journalists access to Gaza or 
certain areas in the West Bank, and it is almost impossible for foreign journalists based in 
the OPT to obtain work visas from the Israeli authorities. Free movement, and the ability 
to report without threat of detention, injury, or death, are essential prerequisites for 
journalists to be able to provide information to citizens.  
 
2. Threats to journalists’ independence – the current polarized political climate in the 
OPT, and the ongoing conflict between the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority (PA) in 
the West Bank and the de facto Hamas government in Gaza, threatens journalists’ ability to 
provide citizens with impartial information that has not been influenced, shaped or blocked by one party or 
another. Journalists face overt and discreet pressure, and sometimes direct threats, not to report information 
deemed harmful to the reputation of various actors in the internal conflict. This exacerbates the problem of 
partisan media coverage (as the majority of Palestinian outlets are affiliated with a political faction), and can lead 
independent journalists to self-censor or avoid reporting on controversial subjects, thereby restricting the 
information available to citizens.   
 
3. Threats and challenges for media organizations – in both the West Bank and Gaza Strip, authorities 
have closed media outlets they view as hostile to them or partial to their political rivals. Media organizations in 
the Gaza Strip operate under close Hamas supervision. In the West Bank, the PA has required local TV and 
radio stations, most of which are already losing money, to pay exorbitant licensing fees or face closure. Hence, 
the development of a vibrant, pluralistic media sector in the OPT, which underpins the ability of citizens to 
access relevant, diverse and locally responsive information providers, is under threat.  
  
4. Dysfunctional legislative and judicial context – the executive branches of government in both the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip operate with minimal checks on their power, as the Palestinian Legislative Council has not 
functioned since the governmental split in June 2007 and the judiciary in both areas is firmly controlled by the 
respective executive authorities. This means that important legislation to safeguard citizens’ rights has been 
stalled for years, abuses of power by governmental authorities are harder to uncover or redress, and authorities 
are less responsive to citizen concerns. While both the West Bank and Gaza authorities conduct their own media 
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outreach to convey their agenda to citizens, access to impartial and probing reporting on governance issues has 
become scarce. Although the PA has called new elections, without substantial progress in Hamas-Fatah 
reconciliation, elections will be confined to the West Bank, which could deepen the governmental rupture and 
associated uncertainty for citizens as to the means and legal framework by which they can access their 
rights, including the right to know. 
 
5. Citizens feel intimidated and powerless – the climate of arbitrary arrests and other abuses of power in 
both the West Bank and Gaza Strip means that many citizens, particularly those who do not support the 
governmental authorities in the area, feel under threat and are afraid to speak out or demand information. The 
ongoing factional infighting has alienated many citizens from the political process and spawned a widespread 
feeling of hopelessness and disempowerment. Due to the dire economic situation, particularly in Gaza, many 
Palestinians are too preoccupied trying to meet the basic needs of their families to work collectively and press 
authorities for greater accountability.  
 
This paper focuses on the challenges facing journalists and media organizations in the OPT, and particularly on 
the experiences of Ma'an Network, the leading independent Palestinian media organization. It offers experiences 
from the frontline of Palestinian journalists’ brave efforts to enable citizens’ right to know.  
 
Ma'an Network 
Ma'an Network is a non-profit media organization founded during the second Intifada, dedicated to 
strengthening independent Palestinian media, building links between local, regional and international media, 
and consolidating freedom of expression and media pluralism as keys to promoting democracy 
and human rights in Palestine. With headquarters in Bethlehem and offices in Ramallah and 
Gaza City, we work in partnership with 16 local TV and radio stations throughout the West 
Bank, which reach audiences of 573 000 and 1.68 million respectively. From a new NGO with 
a handful of staff in 2003, we have grown into an internationally-respected media organization 
with over 100 employees in 2010.   
 
Our activities include television, video, and radio production; Ma'an News Agency, which provides up-to-
the-minute trilingual coverage of events in the OPT and has become the leading Palestinian online news 
source (with over 5 million visits and 900,000 unique visitors). We champion investigative reporting on 
governance issues at all levels – municipal, district, and national – as well as participatory programs that 
allow Palestinian citizens to question decision-makers directly. In 2009 Ma'an established a dedicated 
research unit to strengthen our responsiveness to citizen concerns, and track the impact of Ma'an 
programming on governmental authorities, media and civil society in the OPT. Ma'an Network’s 
commitment to building the structural and professional capacity of Palestinian media as a whole is realized 
through comprehensive training programs for journalists and media professionals, with over 640 
participants in Ma'an trainings to date.  
 
Threats to journalists’ safety  
The Palestinian Center for Development and Media Freedoms (MADA, www.madacenter.org) reported 173 
violations of media freedoms in the OPT during 2009, 97 of which were committed by the Israeli military 
and settlers, and 76 were committed by Palestinian security forces in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and 
Palestinian armed groups.  
 
Reporters without Borders (RSF, http://en.rsf.org) documented 61 arrests of Palestinian journalists in 2009. 
According to RSF 33 journalists were physically assaulted or wounded by Israeli soldiers in the West Bank 
during 2009; 6 journalists were killed and 33 wounded during Operation Cast Lead in the Gaza Strip 
(December 2008-January 2009). RSF thus placed Palestine in the bottom 15 countries in its 2009 worldwide 
index of freedom of expression.  
     

http://www.madacenter.org/�
http://en.rsf.org/�


 3 

Palestinian journalists regularly face harassment, interrogation, detention, damage to press equipment, 
threats and injuries in the line of duty. 
 

On 8 July 2006, 20 year old Ma'an News Agency photographer Mohamad Al-Zanoun 
was covering the Israeli army incursion into Ash-Sheja'iyya neighborhood in Gaza 
when he came under fire. He received multiple shrapnel injuries, but continued to 
photograph the incidents unfolding, until he was shot directly in the stomach and lost 
consciousness. With ambulances unable to reach him, he was taken to the hospital in 
a civilian car. Three weeks, multiple operations and one hospital transfer later, he was 
finally able to return home.  
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=188597 
http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=187787  

 
  

On 4 January 2007 MNA photojournalist Fadi Al-Arouri was shot twice by the Israeli military forces while 
covering an Israeli incursion into Ramallah. Al-Arouri entered a coma and received several weeks of hospital 
treatment for severe injuries. 

 For further details:  
http://www.maannews.net/en/index.php?opr=ShowDetails&ID=18427  

 
The Israeli military offensive in the Gaza Strip between 27 December 2008 and 18 January 2009 resulted in 
the death of six Gaza journalists and approximately 15 were wounded. Reuters cameraman Fadel Shana’a 
was killed on 16 April 2008 while covering clashes in Gaza. Eyewitness reported that he was clearly marked 

“Press” when his vehicle was shot at by an Israeli tank. 
Military attacks on journalists and media facilities, and Israel’s 
ban on press access to Gaza during the war, lead Reporters 
Without Borders to assert that “news was another casualty of 
this war” 
 For further details:  

http://en.rsf.org/spip.php?page=article&id_article=30310  
 

 
MNA photographer Khalil Ryash was injured by Israeli army fire while covering demonstrations against the 
separation wall in Jayyous village in January, and again in March, 2009.    
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=209349 
http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=207681   

 
In September 2009 Ma'an News Agency correspondent for the Gaza Strip, Ibrahim 
Mohammad Qanan and MNA cameraman Mohammad Ghabayen, were detained by 
Palestinian security forces while reporting on the impact of house demolitions in Khan 
Younis refugee camp in the northern Gaza Strip. Forces confiscated recording 
equipment, and escorted the men to security premises where they were interrogated regarding their 
relationship to Palestine TV, and received threats related to their work. Palestine TV is the PA-run 
broadcaster and has been banned in the Gaza strip since March 2008. Hamas’ media arm, Al-Aqsa TV, has 
been banned in the West Bank since September 2007.  
 
On 20 January 2010, Jared Malsin, MNA Chief English Editor and US national, was deported to the US 
after being detained by the Israeli authorities for over a week at Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion airport. Malsin was 
questioned about his work and journalism after returning on January 12th from a vacation abroad, denied 
entry by the Israeli Ministry of Interior, and sought to challenge this decision in the Israeli courts. Among 
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many other condemnations, the IFJ called Malsin’s detention and deportation “an intolerable violation of 
press freedom”; CPJ added that “Israel cannot hide behind the pretext of security to sideline journalists who 
have done nothing more than maintain an editorial line that the authorities dislike.” 
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=253864  
 
Threats to journalists’ access 
Palestinian journalists remain unable to move freely throughout the OPT, and therefore to provide 
comprehensive coverage to citizens. Like other Palestinian citizens, journalists cannot travel between the 
West Bank, East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip. In addition, journalists have been prevented from travelling 
abroad, not only to provide coverage but also to receive awards for professional excellence and integrity.  
 
In February 2009 two Gazan photojournalists, Eyad Al-Baba, of Al-Ayyam newspaper, Mohammad Al-
Baba, of AFP, were prevented from collecting their respective first and second prizes for British Thompson 
Foundation's ‘Inquirer Award 2008’ in the photojournalism category. Both journalists were refused entry at 
both the Israeli and Egyptian exit points from Gaza, preventing their participation in the awards ceremony 
in Amman.  
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=208926  
 
In March 2010 an Al-Quds satellite TV crew were blocked by Israeli troops at the Qalandiya checkpoint 
while on their way to present a live broadcast from Jerusalem. After interrogating presenter Raed Fathi for 
several hours, the soldiers banned him from entering the city for a week. 
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=273450  
 
Journalists, like other Palestinian citizens, have been injured, detained and restricted from accessing sites 
when covering protests against Israel’s separation wall in proximal regions in the West Bank.  
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=269938     
 
Threats to journalists’ independence 
The Palestinian media sphere is politically polarized and largely controlled by partisan factions in the internal 
conflict. Journalists face incessant threats and intimidation regarding their reporting, and those committed to 
impartial and non-partisan coverage feel buffeted on all sides. The hostile political climate following the 
violent conflict and separation between Fatah-controlled West Bank and Hamas-controlled Gaza authorities 
in 2006-7, has only exacerbated this trend.  
 
As the leading source of independent Palestinian media, Ma'an journalists are often the target of overt and 
implicit threats and intimidation. The recipients of a stream of threatening letters and calls, and accusations 
of favoring one political party over the other, Ma'an journalists determinedly publish information about the 
threats they face and defend their independent stance.  
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=184306  
http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=184312  

 
In July 2007 MNA’s Editor-in-Chief Nasser Al-Lahham received direct threats on his mobile phone from 
Hamas spokesperson Fawzi Barhoum, demanding that Ma'an refrain from criticizing Hamas. Barhoum 
threatened that if Ma'an did not cease its criticism of the Hamas, they would begin a defamation campaign 
against MNA. Two hours after Barhoum's threats, Hamas websites started to denigrate MNA and its 
correspondents in Gaza, in an effort to halt their reporting. Barhoum challenged Ma'an to prove the validity 
of a report, published on MNA's Arabic news page, of a Fatah activist in Khan Younis having nails driven 

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=253864�
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into his legs by Hamas activists. MNA accepted Barhoum’s challenge and published photos of the incident.  
Hamas replied by issuing a statement to its party members through their website requesting that they 
boycott MNA. Despite these and many other attempts to compromise our independent editorial policy, 
Ma'an continues to resist and publicize all such incidents, in line with our mission to provide fair and 
impartial reporting to the whole Palestinian people, regardless of political affiliation or stature.  
 For further details:  

http://beth.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=197377  
 
Threats and challenges for media organizations 
Authorities in the West Bank and Gaza Strip have closed down a large number of media outlets since 2006, 
and organizations continue to face obstructions to their work including raids, confiscations and cyber 
attacks. For example, in 2008 the Independent Commission for Human Rights (ICHR) documented the 
closure of seven media institutions by security agencies in the West Bank, and of six institutions by security 
agencies in the Gaza Strip. In addition, ICHR documented raids on four media organizations in the West 
Bank and seven organizations in the Gaza Strip.  
 
Ma'an Network’s eight local TV and eight local radio stations faced particular difficulties in early 2010, when 
exorbitant license fees forced many local stations in the West Bank to stop broadcasting. Ma'an continues to 
highlight this issue in its TV, radio and online media, in order to prompt authorities to consider the impact 
on media pluralism, and thus citizens’ ability to access information, in the OPT.  
 For further details:  

http://www.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=269576  
 
MNA’s website is among other news websites in the OPT that have been exposed to deliberate hackers' 
attacks, preventing access to news, particularly during high profile events in the Palestinian territories. MNA 
has developed a firewall system to provide some protection from these attacks, and continue to publicize 
similar incidents affecting other organizations. 
 For further details:  

http://beth.maannews.net/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?ID=195217  
 
Ma'an Network’s Response: Building Independent Palestinian Media 
Ma'an Network believes that the media has an important role to play in providing impartial, accurate and 
timely information to citizens. While Ma'an faces the same restrictions on the right to know as other 
members of Palestinian media and society, through fostering a culture of solidarity, integrity and 
professional excellence amongst Palestinian journalists, Ma'an endeavors to meet the challenges head on.  
 

In response to the urgent security risks facing Palestinian journalists, Ma'an 
Network conducted safety training courses funded by UNESCO office, 
Ramallah; one in the West Bank in 2008 and another in the Gaza Strip in 2009. 
The trainings were designed to improve Palestinian journalists’ ability to analyze 
dangerous situations and make the best possible choices in response; courses 
covered strategies for pre-deployment planning, cover from fire, interpersonal 
negotiations, situations of abduction and civil unrest, as well as emergency first 
aid and medical scenarios. In addition medical kits, bullet-proof vests and 
helmets were distributed to participating media outlets in the WB&GS.  

 
Ma'an uses innovative media formats, such as participatory quiz shows, town-hall style meetings, and web 
2.0 discussion forums, to place citizens at the heart of programming, and strengthen interaction between 
Palestinian citizens and decision-makers. Ma'an Network’s research department tracks the impact of such 
media on society as a whole; monitoring the extent to which we, for example, contribute to provoking a 
culture of openness and transparency amongst local and national authorities, and empower citizens to 
demand their right to access information.  

Ma'an Network safety training, 
funded by UNESCO, Ramallah 
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