IPI General Assembly Resolution Calling on the UK Government to Safeguard Press Freedom in the Wake of the News of the World Hacking Scandal

The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General Assembly during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution calling on the UK government to safeguard press freedom in the wake of the News of the World hacking scandal.
While the IPI members recognised the need for self-scrutiny in the media industry following the phone hacking revelations, they expressed serious concern at the statements and actions of the British government and authorities in the aftermath of the affair.

The IPI members were particularly alarmed at suggestions by the British prime minister, David Cameron, that statutory regulation might become a necessity. The IPI members also were concerned at a request – made under the Official Secrets Act - by the Metropolitan Police that the Guardian newspaper reveal its source for a story about the alleged hacking of the phone of a teenage female murder victim. Following an outcry from the media and press freedom organisations, the request was withdrawn.
IPI members also expressed concern at the example being set by the British authorities which authoritarian governments throughout the world may be prompted to emulate.

IPI General Assembly Resolution Calling for Scrapping of South Africa’s Protection of State Information Bill

The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General Assembly during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution expressing concern that the South African government has stated its determination to proceed with the highly-contentious Protection of State Information bill, dubbed the ‘Secrecy Bill’ by some of the many protesters in South Africa.

 The statement came on the heels of a separate announcement – made on the eve of the Bill’s initially-scheduled passage through parliament – that it was being temporarily withdrawn, to allow for further representations to be heard. 

The IPI members further resolved that the government should scrap the Bill altogether.

The Bill provides for the classification of information which the State deems should be kept secret but has been vigorously opposed by journalists, the SA National Editors’ Forum, lawyers, civil society organisations as well as international media organisations, including the International Press Institute.

IPI believes that the Bill was seriously flawed initially, and despite amendments and improvements that have been made during hearings by a parliamentary committee it still contains provisions which will severely restrict the gathering and publication by the media of public interest information. It continues to hold the threat of long terms of imprisonment over journalists and citizens.

One of the most serious defects in the draft legislation is the absence of a public interest defence for journalists and citizens who wish to publish certain classified information on the grounds that the public interest justifies such conduct. They cite information that is classified to shield perpetrators of corruption, misgovernance or abuse of authority.

IPI, in common with many critics in South Africa, believes that the Bill should be withdrawn and a fresh approach made to this contentious subject. IPI accepts that all governments have the right to maintain secrecy about information concerning national security issues or information dealing with their relations with other governments. But IPI maintains that classification calls for the narrowest of definitions of subject matter which should be strictly limited. A guide on this subject which appears to have been glossed over by the SA government is the Johannesburg Principles that were drawn up in 1996 by local and international civil rights lawyers and civil society organisations, among them IPI, to define the classification of state information.

Apart from a lack of a public interest defence mechanism, the other objectionable features that remain following the revisions of the Bill are:

· The retention of harsh prison sentences and no indication whether a judge may impose a fine as an alternative; 

· Uncertainty about the ambit of the regulations to be drawn up by the Minister of Intelligence within a year of the Bill’s enactment relating to the subject matter for classification and how this would be done. The revisions resulted in the excessive powers of classification given to the minister in the original Bill being withdrawn but the regulations that the minister will enact contain no limiting guidelines to ensure that he/she does not revert to the restoration of those wide powers:

· Judicial officers being given extensive powers to exclude public and press from courts when classified information is involved in cases;

· Lack of clarity over the powers to classify information given to state institutions other than those dealing with national security; and

· The omission of a requirement that written reasons be provided by officials classifying information so that these may be reviewed by senior authority.

IPI notes with approval the strong objections to the Bill recorded by International Pen at its 77th annual World Congress in Belgrade, Serbia, from September 12 to 18. International PEN expressed its concerns over the effects of the Bill on editors, writers and authors. It stated that the Bill still embraced too much “secrecy’’ despite change.
IPI General Assembly Resolution Calling on Turkey to Respect Freedom of the Press and Release Imprisoned Journalists
The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution calling on Turkey to respect freedom of the press.
Turkey’s Justice Ministry has acknowledged that at least 64 journalists are currently imprisoned in Turkey, many facing unspecified criminal charges. Many journalists – particularly those detained in connection with the “Ergenekon” probe into an alleged clandestine, ultra-nationalist organization with possible ties to members of the country's military and security forces which has been accused of plotting to use terrorism to overthrow the government – have not been informed of the charges they face, nor have their lawyers, and many are subject to lengthy pre-trial imprisonment. Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has publicly affirmed Turkey's commitment to press freedom, but has also publicly impugned the motives of those who exercise such freedoms, accusing them of defamation. Such statements, accompanied by raids on Turkish journalists' homes and businesses, create a climate of fear among journalists

The IPI members resolved that the right of journalists to cover sensitive topics, including national security, is fundamental, and that they should not face arrest, charges, imprisonment or any other form of harassment or intimidation for carrying out their duties. The members further resolved that the Turkish government should make public any allegations of criminal activity by journalists, and allow the accused to confront such evidence in a timely manner in an open and fair hearing that complies with international standards of due process. The members also resolved that Turkey should restrict criminalization of speech only to clear instances of intentional incitement to violence and allow journalists to subject government action to independent and open scrutiny. 

The IPI members called on the Turkish government to release imprisoned journalists. 

 

IPI General Assembly Resolution Calling for the Repeal of Criminal Defamation Laws 
The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General Assembly during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution calling for the repeal of criminal defamation laws.
Archaic laws criminalising defamation remain in the statutes in many nations, waiting only for an overzealous prosecutor to decide to make use of them. These laws, often regressive relics of the colonial past, have no legitimate aim insofar as they can be used to target and suppress legitimate news stories, or to punish journalists reporting on matters of public interest. Even applied in moderation, such laws have a chilling effect on freedom of expression and result in punishments – including imprisonment, work bans and excessive fines – that have no place in modern societies.
 

The IPI members resolved that allegations of defamation should not be treated as criminal matters, and that civil remedies are sufficient to deal with them in line with international standards that call for the least restrictive sanctions in defamation cases.

Finally, the IPI members called on nations to recognize that a greater degree of scrutiny – and criticism – should be allowed with respect to the actions of public figures.

 
IPI General Assembly Resolution Calling on the Government to End Violence against, and the Assassination of, Journalists in Mexico
The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General Assembly during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution calling on the government to end violence against journalists and lack of prosecution of the killers in Mexico.

Mexico has become the deadliest country in the world for journalists, according to IPI’s Death Watch. The country was the second deadliest in the world in 2010, with 12 journalists killed, and dozens more have died since the beginning of 2000. Many of these crimes remain unsolved and violence has spiralled since 2006 as the country finds itself caught in a war between the government and organized crime and drug trafficking. The lethal problem shows no signs of abating and attacks, no longer limited to trafficking strongholds, are spreading across the country. The violence has a huge impact on Mexico’s partnership with its neighbours and the resulting self-censorship by Mexican journalists harms both media freedom and the public’s right to be informed about what is occurring in their country.

The IPI members, while appreciative of the complex and difficult situation in the country, resolved that the government of Mexico – a democratic state ostensibly ruled by law – has an obligation to ensure that journalists are allowed to work in safety while covering sensitive topics, including the ongoing conflict between the government and organized crime and drug traffickers. The members also resolved that the government has the responsibility to ensure that journalists are not killed with impunity.
The IPI members called on the government of Mexico, at both the state and national level, to end all forms of harassment of, and violence against, journalists, and to ensure that the perpetrators of harassment or violence are brought to justice. The IPI members called on the leaders and membership of organised criminal groups and on drug traffickers to stop killing journalists.
IPI General Assembly Resolution Expressing Concern for Media Freedom in Hungary
The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General Assembly during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution expressing concern over media restrictions in Hungary.

Hungary’s new media law, enforced this year, has been heavily criticized by European Union politicians, the media freedom representative of the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the United Nations’ Human Rights Council’s special rapporteur on freedom of expression, journalists and a host of press freedom and freedom of expression groups, including IPI, over its potential to stifle free speech and harm media pluralism. 
Despite amendments passed in March intended to defuse this criticism, troubling provisions remain, including restrictive content requirements, a highly centralised regime of regulation under the prime minister’s control, high fines for violations of the law and weak protection of the confidentiality of journalists’ sources.

IPI members said that Hungary’s government must demonstrate respect for media freedom, recognise the need for media pluralism and the right of journalists to protect sources, and reform media legislation so that it complies with international media freedom standards. 

The members urged the government to limit regulatory control to broadcast media only, and to ensure that it is conducted by an independent body. 
IPI General Assembly Resolution Calling on the Philippines Government to Combat Impunity in the Killing of Journalists 

The members of the International Press Institute (IPI), meeting at their 60th Annual General Assembly during the IPI World Congress on 26 September 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan, adopted by unanimous vote a resolution calling on The Philippines government to combat impunity in the killing of journalists and inject a greater degree of urgency into passage of a Freedom of Information Act before Congress.

The IPI Press Freedom Mission delegation which travelled to The Philippines from 20-23 September 2011 and met with key representatives of the country's government and media, welcomed the commitment to press freedom expressed by the government of President Benigno Aquino III in the first year of its administration

Representatives of the media and civil society generally agreed that the press freedom situation has witnessed some improvements in the past year and attacks against the media, both in the form of legal harassment as well as physical attacks, have diminished.

Nevertheless, three journalists have already been killed in the Philippines in 2011 - most likely as a consequence of their reports - and four journalists have been killed since President Aquino III came to power on 30 June 2010. Despite police investigations - sometimes resulting in charges - into these crimes, neither the killers nor the masterminds have so far been convicted.

Furthermore, concern was expressed that Freedom of Information legislation, which President Aquino III stated would be one of the priorities of his administration, has not been laid before the Philippines Congress.

IPI members urged the government to ensure that much needed reforms of the justice system and the rules of court, which would limit delays and other obstacles to the judicial process, are promptly implemented, to discourage further attacks on the media, and promote an end to the lack of prosecution of the killers of journalists.

IPI members also called on the Philippines' Department of Justice to ensure that the new criminal code it is drafting removes provisions related to criminal libel and defamation and complies with international standards on press freedom. Libel must be dealt with by a civil law process.


Finally, IPI members urged President Aquino III to speed the passage of the Freedom of Information Act and ensure that it does not include restrictions on press freedom.
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