International Day to End Impunity

Conference on Protecting Journalists in Somalia

23 November 2011

Speech by Paul Dziatkowiec, Deputy High Commissioner of Australia

I would like to acknowledge Members of Parliament, other members of the diplomatic corps, representatives of the media and civil society, distinguished ladies and gentlemen.

Above all, I extend my thanks to the organisers of this conference; this is an important issue that fully deserves the attention we are giving it today, and indeed greater attention always. For my part, this morning I wanted to make a few broad points about the importance of press freedom, before moving on to some specific comments on Somalia. 

As we all know, the right to freedom of expression is firmly entrenched in international law, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Like all rights, the right to freedom of opinion and expression imposes obligations on governments, not only to respect and protect that right, but also to refrain from interfering with the enjoyment of it, and to investigate and provide redress when it is not respected. You may also be aware of UN Security Council Resolution 1738 (2006) which, among other things, condemned intentional attacks against the media in situations of armed conflict, and called upon all parties to put an end to such practices. 

In elaborating further on these principles, the UN’s Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression (Mr Frank La Rue) made the interesting observation in a recent report that this right is in fact closely linked to many others, including the rights to freedom of association, assembly, thought, conscience and religion, and participation in public affairs. Indeed, he argued, it symbolises more than any other right the indivisibility and interdependence of all human rights. As such, the extent to which this right is enjoyed anywhere gives us an important indicator of the protection of other human rights. Obviously the right to freedom of expression is not absolute, and needs to be exercised responsibly – for, as we are all aware, in this very region we have witnessed examples of the pernicious use (and abuse) of the media to incite violence, with catastrophic consequences. 

Journalists play such a key role in increasing awareness (not only in their communities, but in the world as a whole) of issues that need to be known and, often, acted upon. In some cases, and Somalia is certainly one of these, journalists brave incredibly difficult conditions to bring us the stories that we need to know and care about. This is particularly the case in conflict zones, where journalists quite literally risk their lives in order to keep us informed. For this they deserve not only respect, but also protection, for they serve a critical function – they are our ‘eyes and ears’ in places where most others fear to tread. In turn we the viewers, in the safety of our living rooms, are able to gain a picture of what is really happening in conflict zones; we learn of the consequences of violence and human rights violations, as well as success stories that can be emulated elsewhere. The media helps to strengthen our awareness and to hold our leaders accountable for their actions – to help us act against, for example, corruption and bad governance. 
For these reasons and others, the work of journalists is critical. They must be allowed to carry out their mission without undue restrictions, intimidation or violence. Unfortunately, all too often, this is not the case. Australia, among many other countries, is concerned about attempts to place excessive limits on the right of freedom of opinion and expression, particularly when limitations are used by states to restrict criticism and dissent. Any limitations, where they are necessary and reasonable, should be applied only in exceptional circumstances and should not threaten the exercise of the right itself. 

The media in all its forms plays an increasingly important role in disseminating information. As we saw in recent months in north Africa, the combination of media and new technologies helps give life to the freedom of expression, and can empower people to express their legitimate grievances and demand democracy, human rights, and reform – where previously that right was stifled. 

Regrettably, in some places journalists are specifically targeted because of what they do. They continue to fall victim to harassment, intimidation, arbitrary arrests, torture, enforced disappearances and even killings – often to silence dissent, or to generate a climate of fear in society. The former UNSG Kofi Annan observed that most journalists who die in the line of duty are murdered – “deliberately targeted, as individuals, for exposing corruption or abuses of power; for opposing entrenched interests … in short, for doing their jobs.” We in Australia are proud of the critical role the free media plays in our society; and by extension, we are deeply concerned about the continuing persecution of journalists around the world. The media and human rights defenders play an important role in drawing attention to human rights violations wherever they happen. Australia condemns the threat and use of violence against, and intimidation and arbitrary arrest of, journalists and human rights defenders worldwide. And we believe that States have the primary responsibility to protect individuals under their jurisdiction.

For a society to flourish and its potential to be realised, citizens (including journalists) should have the right to express their diverse views. Also important is the right to be informed, which is a cornerstone of democracy – it promotes the participation in public life of active and informed citizens who can contribute to development and public policy. To build a strong society, a government needs to listen to the concerns of its people, and the media plays a key role in channelling information both ways and facilitating this exchange of views. This requires that the freedom of opinion and expression be upheld. Freedom of the press is a key pillar for all other human rights. Where there is press freedom, there is often a strong civil society, both of which contribute to genuine democracy and development.

Journalism is sometimes referred to as one of the most dangerous professions in the world. And when we talk about journalists in Somalia, not only are they engaging in one of the most dangerous professions, they are doing so in what consistently ranks as one of the deadliest countries in the world for journalists. Somalia has long suffered the devastating consequences of conflict, humanitarian disaster, and poverty. And it’s largely through the media that the rest of us have been able to learn the real story of Somalia. 

Australia is concerned about the human rights situation in Somalia, a situation that has only been worsened by the onset of drought. Although we are a long way away geographically, Australia has a genuine interest in Somalia and the fortunes of its people. This is demonstrated, among other things, by the fact that Australia is one of the largest country donors to the Horn of Africa drought crisis, having provided around $128 million in assistance to date. 

In recent interventions in the UN Human Rights Council, Australia has encouraged the TFG and local authorities to take appropriate measures to protect civilians and to prevent attacks on journalists and media organisations. In the context of Somalia’s recent appearance under the Universal Periodic Review mechanism in the UN Human Rights Council, among other things Australia condemned indiscriminate attacks on civilians in the course of the conflict in Somalia, and the actions of insurgent groups that are responsible for human rights violations such as abuses of media freedoms - for example the forced closure of a number of media outlets.
At the same time, we recognise the constraints under which the Transitional Federal Government (TFG) operates, and the fact that many serious human rights violations are perpetrated by militant groups in areas not controlled by the TFG. Nevertheless, we have urged the TFG to ensure that its forces are mindful of international human rights and humanitarian law obligations, and to take a more active role in protecting human rights more broadly. Separately, Australia has been working with the African Union to support its development of guidelines on the protection of civilians in peace operations, and hopes this will make a positive contribution.
A recent report by the UN’s independent expert on the situation of human rights in Somalia (Dr Shamsul Bari) noted that journalists continued to suffer injuries in the context of the armed conflict, and were subjected to arbitrary arrests, threats and other intimidation. In areas controlled by militant groups, particularly harsh restrictions have been placed on the freedom of opinion and expression. Again, while recognising the uniquely difficult conditions facing the Somali authorities, we recall that Article 20 of the Transitional Federal Charter guarantees the freedom of press and independent media and we look to the TFG to ensure that this provision is protected in practice, in the areas under its control. Of course, abuses of the freedom of the press must be properly investigated and prosecuted by the relevant authorities.

At this conference we have a number of media practitioners who have defied extremely difficult circumstances in order to bring to the world the story of Somalia. In concluding my remarks I would like to acknowledge their important work, and again to thank the organisers of this conference for focusing our attention today on this important issue. I wish all participants a fruitful discussion today.

