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Vienna Expert Consultations on  

“Safety of Journalists: 

Towards a more effective international protection f ramework” 

23 November 2011 

 

Chair’s Summary 

On 23 November 2011, expert consultations on the safety of journalists were held 
in Vienna upon the joint initiative of the Austrian Federal Ministry for European 
and International Affairs and the International Press Institute (IPI). The workshop 
gathered a group of eminent experts including government representatives, civil 
society stakeholders and representatives of international organisations to discuss 
concrete means of effectively ensuring the safety of journalists around the world, 
especially through the United Nations and other international organizations. 
 
• Participants highlighted the important role of free media in helping to ensure 

full respect for human rights, fundamental freedoms, democracy and the rule 
of law. 

• It was stressed that journalists play a special role in society and that the 
protection of this role is in the public interest. Participants noted that violence 
against journalists has to be understood as a particular kind of crime that aims 
at destroying the very pillars of democracy. 

• Participants also pointed to the important role ordinary citizens play by 
collecting and disseminating news of public interest through social or other 
types of media, which assumes special relevance in particular when traditional 
media is prevented from its investigative function. 

• Participants condemned worldwide violence and attacks against journalists 
and those associated with them, including intimidation and threats, arbitrary 
detention, forced expulsion, enforced disappearances, physical assault, torture 
and cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment as well as killings and noted 
that investigations have shown that, in most cases, such violence is aimed at 
preventing the distribution of information of public interest. 

• Participants also referred to the growing threat posed by non-state actors, 
such as terrorist organizations and criminal enterprises. 

• Participants were particularly concerned at the increase in targeted killings of 
journalists. 

• Widespread and systematic impunity that perpetrators of crimes against 
journalists enjoy was considered to be one of the main obstacles to ensuring 
effective protection of journalists.  
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• Participants highlighted that despite condemnations of attacks against 
journalists, all in all there was a lack of awareness of the problem both at the 
level of states and civil society, as well as among the broader public.  

• Participants stressed that, while journalists can contribute to their own safety 
and civil society organizations play an important role in framing the problem, 
the main responsibility to protect journalists and end impunity remains with 
state institutions. 

• Participants noted, however, that journalists themselves, as well as media 
outlets and enterprises, should place this issue at the top of their own agenda. 

Legal Framework  

• Participants affirmed that the safety of journalists is a fundamental pillar of the 
universal, inalienable right to freedom of expression and the media, enshrined 
in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which stipulates the 
right of people everywhere to receive and transmit information.  

• It was reiterated that each state has a clear duty to protect journalists, which 
includes enabling them to exercise their work independently without any 
interference, as well as to ensure access to information.  

• Participants underlined that the obligation to protect journalists applies in 
conflict as well as in times of peace. Reference was made to existing 
international treaties that set out clear provisions for the protection of 
journalists in armed conflicts. At the same time, there was a strong sense that 
much more needs to be done to protect journalists against violence in 
situations not amounting to armed conflict.  

• Participants recognised that measures to limit the freedom of the press – even 
if allegedly aimed at protecting journalists’ safety – can only be taken in strict 
accordance with international human rights standards. 

• Participants acknowledged the existence of universally accepted international 
standards and norms for the protection of journalists. They emphasized that 
states have both a duty to respect and a duty to protect, which also includes a 
positive duty to prevent such violence, to protect at-risk journalists, and to 
punish the perpetrators of acts of violence. 

• Participants stressed that, while existing international standards are quite 
clear, they can be further strengthened and refined through tools such as 
strategic litigation before the regional and universal human rights systems. 

• However, serious shortcomings in the implementation of these international 
standards and norms, in particular at the national level, were identified. In this 
context, the problem of inadequate monitoring of and reporting on the 
implementation of the legal protection framework at the national level was also 
mentioned.  

• Participants recalled the international protection framework (such as UNHRC, 
ICCPR, SC, UNESCO), regional frameworks (AU, CoE, OAS, OSCE, etc.), as 
well as national frameworks (legislation, practice) and emphasized the 
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importance of coordination and cooperation among the different actors 
involved. 

Impunity  

• Participants stressed that impunity for those responsible for attacks against 
journalists constitutes one of the biggest obstacles to the effective protection 
of journalists and argued that ending impunity for attacks against journalists 
would be a very effective measure to guarantee the safety of journalists in the 
long term. 

• Participants called for swift and independent investigations into attacks in 
accordance with international standards and called for perpetrators to be held 
accountable. 

• A strong link between effectively addressing impunity and political will was 
identified. Participants called for stronger commitment at a higher political level 
– both at the national and the international level.  

• A number of concrete examples from different countries and regions on how to 
better address the issue of impunity were mentioned. These included the 
enactment of laws at the appropriate level (federal law and state laws); the 
creation of special investigatory teams and protocols; the development of 
forensic expertise among investigators; as well as the improvement of other 
elements of the judicial system. The role of national human rights institutions 
as potentially effective monitoring mechanisms was mentioned. 

• The need for the United Nations to provide technical support to its Member 
States was mentioned in the context of discussions on how to end impunity. 
Technical assistance in setting up protection programs and investigating 
crimes against journalists must be made available to states that require it, and 
could also be provided by regional human rights mechanisms, government 
agencies and specialized civil society organizations. 

• The issue of sanctions at the international level in case of inability or 
unwillingness to address the issue of impunity on the national level was 
mentioned.  

Prevention 

• Participants underlined that the prevention of future attacks against journalists 
is closely linked to respect for the rule of law, an independent judiciary, and 
properly-trained, professional security forces sensitized to the rights and roles 
of the media. 

• Participants agreed on the importance of investing in measures - at the 
international, regional and national level - to prevent attacks against 
journalists.  

• In addition to identifying the need for more awareness-raising for the 
protection of journalists by all relevant stakeholders, participants highlighted, 
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inter alia, the following preventive measures to ensure a functioning protection 
environment: 
 

o The development of training programs for security forces on the rights 
and the role of the media. 

o The development of safety training for journalists as an element of any 
media development program. 

o A consistent discourse by high-level public officials that legitimizes 
rather than stigmatizes critical or investigative journalism. 

o The elaboration of early warning mechanisms, at local, regional and 
international levels, by building on existing best practices. 

o The elaboration of model legislation to ensure a coherent approach to 
the protection of journalists.  

o The arrangement of more regular opportunities for the exchange of best 
practices at the international, regional and national level.  

o The development of national protection programs for journalists –
participants highlighted as an example the protection program currently 
in place in Colombia. 

o The development of emergency mechanisms for the protection of 
journalists in individual cases, similar to existing mechanisms for the 
protection of Human Rights Defenders. 

o The effective implementation of the interim protective measures issued 
by regional human rights systems, and the adoption of such measures 
by systems that do not already have them.  

o More systematic integration of the protection of journalists into 
development work and technical assistance.  

o Measures of self-protection, including hostile environment training 
programs, professional standards of safe reporting, technical equipment 
that can help journalists in dangerous situations. In this context, 
participants stressed that while journalists have the professional 
responsibility to do everything in their power to prevent any danger they 
face as a consequence of their profession, this should not be used by 
states to disregard their fundamental duty to protect journalists.  

Strengthen the existing protection framework and its implementation: The way 
forward 

• Participants agreed that mechanisms exist which aim at protecting journalists 
and preventing future attacks, including a comprehensive legal framework.  

• At the same time, participants saw the urgent need to further strengthen the 
existing protection framework and to close protection gaps in a comprehensive 
and effective manner with a strong focus on implementation. 

• In this context, participants highlighted the key role of the Human Rights 
Council, as the principle human rights body of the UN, and of the UN General 
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Assembly in ensuring accountability and in promoting the development and 
exchange of best practices at the national, regional and international level.  

• Participants also referred to the important role of protection mechanisms 
developed by regional intergovernmental bodies and the need for creating 
synergies among them and with the UN bodies. The annual joint declarations 
of the four special mandate holders and the 2010 UN/OAS joint visit to Mexico 
were cited as positive examples of coordination. 

• Supporting the work of civil society was considered important regarding all 
areas of activities. 

On the possible way forward, a wide range of ideas and proposals were expressed 
by the participants: 

� To systematically condemn attacks and violations against journalists at all 
levels, including the high political level, and to call for the systematic 
investigation and prosecution of violations in order to end impunity. 

� To more systematically document cases of attacks against journalists and 
those associated with them, which may include physical attacks such as 
killings, assault or arbitrary detention, as well as non-physical forms of 
intimidation and harassment.  

� To more systematically document the state of the investigations into such 
attacks in order to adequately map the causes of both violence and impunity, 
and to propose adequate solutions.   

� To qualify attacks against journalists as a “crime against democracy” in order 
to underline the specific and grave nature of these crimes.  

� To seek recognition of the International Day against Impunity at the level of the 
United Nations. 

 
� To call for better implementation of existing standards and mechanisms, and 

to support, in particular, the work of international and regional protection 
mechanisms. 

� To consolidate existing standards and guidelines and to engage in new 
standard setting regarding all forms of journalistic expression including new 
information and communication technologies, e.g. by elaborating a Declaration 
on freedom of the press and the protection of journalists. 

� To strengthen, provide adequate resources for, and make more strategic use 
of existing mechanisms, such as the special procedures of the Human Rights 
Council, special rapporteurs and representatives of regional organizations, 
commissions of inquiry, (special) sessions of the Human Rights Council as 
well as the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) to address the issue of protection 
of journalists. 

� To encourage better cooperation and regular coordination among the different 
international, regional and local actors. 
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� To expand the scope of Security Council resolution 1738 (2006) beyond 
situations of armed conflict through the adoption of a resolution in the Human 
Rights Council.  

� To establish a reporting mechanism on the issue of the safety and security of 
journalists at the Human Rights Council and/or the UN General Assembly. 

� To put the issue of safety and security of journalists as a permanent issue on 
the agenda of the Human Rights Council and/or the UN General Assembly. 

� To set up a special fund for the protection of journalists at the international 
level, e.g. at the UN.  

 
� To create or further develop UN investigative bodies, with forensic expertise. 
� To consider establishing a court/tribunal or any other form of enforcement 

mechanism to bring accountability for attacks against journalists – in this 
context it was recognized that this may be a long-term objective and interim 
steps may be necessary. 

� To promote short-term pragmatic steps such as the sharing of best practices 
on protection mechanisms, the creation or strengthening of early warning 
systems, and the training of security services and journalists themselves. 

Overall, participants felt that the consultations provided an important venue for a 
stronger and sharper focus on the issue of protection of journalists. They also greatly 
assisted in identifying a wide range of possibilities for future action, including at the 
level of the Human Rights Council. The consultations constituted an important 
starting point to build a broad coalition for the safety and security of journalists. 

 

*** 


