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Welcome Message by the Chairs

Honourable delegates, 

we are delighted to welcome you to the Human Rights Council of the first edition of CologneMUN! 
We are Arun, Honest and Olga and during CologneMUN 2018 we will have the pleasure of being 
your chairs. We are looking forward to getting to know you and to discuss the two topics with you. 
Topic A: “Promoting a Free and Independent Press in the 21st Century” is an incredibly current and 
important issue. Topic B: “The Situation of Women in Conflict Zones” is also very important and 
needs to be addressed from a human rights perspective. Naturally we hope for fruitful and 
interesting debates and we hope that all of us will have an amazing time. To ensure that this will 
happen we would like to ask you to prepare yourselves for both topics and to find out your countries 
positions on them. We hope that this study guide will help you with that and encourage you to do 
further research. If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact us under: 
unhrc18@colognemun.org.  

Good luck with your position papers and see you in Cologne, 

Arun, Honest and Olga 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The United Nations Human Rights Council

History of the Human Rights Council

The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) was founded on 15 March 2006 by the 
General Assembly with the adoption of resolution A/RES/60/251. The council is the successor of 
the United Nations Commission on Human Rights and held its first session from 19 to 30 June 
2006. 

Membership and Mandate

The council consists of 47 member countries who are elected by the UN General Assembly. The 
countries elected remain in the Human Rights Council for a term of 3 years. Instead of all members 
being elected at once one third of the UNHRC members is replaced every year. To ensure a 
representation as fair as possible the UNHRC always consists of 13 African and 13 Asian states, 8 
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Latin American and Caribbean states, 7 Western European and 6 Eastern European states. The 
numbers have been determined according to the areas populations. 

The Human Rights Council further has its own bureau consisting of one president and 4 vice 
presidents who each come from one of the 5 different geographical areas mentioned above. 
Currently the presidency is held by Vojislaw Suc from Slovenia who was elected for a one-year 
term.  

Responsibilities and Actions

The UNHRC is responsible for the promotion and protection of human rights. To do so the 
committee actively promotes human rights, checks what governments do for the protection of those 
rights, addresses the violations of human rights and gives recommendations to other UN bodies 
especially regarding human right emergencies. The council meets several times a year at the United 
Nations Office in Geneva in Switzerland. There are at least 3 regular session scheduled in a year 
and additionally the council can have meetings on human rights crises. Its documents are not legally 
binding and have a rather recommendatory nature. In order for a draft resolution to be adopted a 
simple majority is required. 

The HRC has several procedures and sub bodies which distinguish it from other UN committees. 
Those include: 

The Universal Periodic Review: Every 4,5 years the council conducts a Universal Periodic 
Review (UPR) during which it reviews the human rights records of all 193 Member States of the 
UN. During the UPR the UNHRC gives recommendations to each individual member state and the 
member states can come forward and ask for assistance if they struggle to ensure human rights 
within their country.  

The Special Procedures: The UNHRC is entitled to Special Procedures. For those special 
procedures the council appoints 5 independent individuals, for example experts in a certain field 
who can go to places struggling with human rights and help by giving expertise, assisting in setting 
up infrastructure for the development of human rights and by raising awareness and writing reports.  

The Advisory Committee: The HRC has an advisory committee, which “functions as the “think- 
tank” of the Council is focused mainly on studies and research-based advice”‑ . This committee 1
consists of 18 independent experts from 5 regional areas, who were elected by the HRC for a period 

 United Nations Human Rights Council. Info Booklet, http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/1

HRCouncil/HRC_booklet_En.pdf
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of 3 years. Those experts have varying professional backgrounds and contribute to the council by 
examining proposals and offering their expertise. 

The Complaint Procedure: The so called “Complaint Procedure” allows non-governmental groups 
and even individuals to issue a complaint, if they feel that their human rights are being violated. 
This distinguishes the HRC from other UN bodies, since it “is the only universal complaint 
procedure covering all human rights and fundamental freedoms in all UN Member States.”‑  2

 United Nations Human Rights Council. Info Booklet, http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/2

HRCouncil/HRC_booklet_En.pdf 
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Topic A: Promotion of a Free and Independent 
Press in the 21st Century

Introduction

"On World Press Freedom Day 2018, I call on governments to strengthen press freedom, and to 
protect journalists. Promoting a free press is standing up for our right to truth."  

— António Guterres, United Nations Secretary-General 

A free and independent press has always been connected to human rights. It is also included in 
Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as well as in Article 19 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that it is 
a fundamental human right to “seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media 
and regardless of frontiers”‑ . Ensuring those freedoms has always been on the Agenda of the 3
UNHRC and the previous United Nations Commission on Human Rights, which addressed the 
issue for example by establishing the mandate of the “Special Rapporteur on the promotion and 
protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression”‑  in 1994 or with the work on the “UN 4
Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity.”‑  And while there have 5
always been obstacles to ensuring a free and independent press, the 21st century is marked by new 
challenges arising to this issue as well as by setbacks regarding standards that have already been 
established in many countries.  

According to Freedom House in 2016, global freedom of press has hit its lowest point in 13 years‑ . 6
Over the last few years the world witnessed a dramatic decline of free and independent press and 
today only 13 percent of the world’s population have access to free and independent media 
coverage‑ .  Authoritarian regimes certainly play a role in those numbers, since many countries do 7
not allow negative press coverage about their governments and imprison and punish journalists who 
do dare to criticize them. However, over the last few years democracies also experienced major 

 United Nations Human Rights Council. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, http://www.ohchr.org/3

EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf

 United Nations Human Rights Council. http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/Pages/4

OpinionIndex.aspx

 United Nations Human Rights Council. http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SafetyOfJournalists/Pages/5

SafetyOfJournalists.aspx.

 Freedom House. Freedom of the Press 2017,  6

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017

 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-20177
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setbacks when it comes to the issue of press freedom. Governments in countries like Poland and 
Hungary established controversial new laws, which heavily affected press coverage in their 
countries and undermined a free and independent press‑ . Additionally, other countries like the 8
United States started heavily delegitimizing and discrediting the press by bringing in the term “fake 
news”, which is commonly used by President Donald Trump, but has now also been picked up by 
other politicians and other countries. And while the free and independent press already seems under 
attack it must also address issues such as digitalization and redefine itself in the 21st century, since 
in the century of the internet and social media it can be difficult to distinguish between real news 
and made up news, which also circulates online and further discredits the press.  

Impunity also flows from deficits in the rule of law and general disrespect for human rights: abuse 
of power, corruption, flawed legal frameworks, weak law enforcement and weak judicial 
institutions, or a combination thereof. To address such underlying issues and to nurture a culture of 
respect for human rights, the rule of law and democracy is therefore paramount. 

Background of the situation

In the early 1700s, the French political philosopher Montesquieu, raging against the secret 
accusations delivered by Palace courtiers to the French King, described publicity as the cure for the 
abuse of power. English and American thinkers later in that century would agree with Montesquieu, 
recognizing the importance of the press in making officials aware of the public’s discontents and 
allowing governments to rectify their errors.‑  Thus, the press had been widely proclaimed as the 9
“Fourth Estate,” a coequal branch of government that provides the check and balance without which 
governments cannot be effective.  

Though, the history of the impediment in the freedom of the press goes back to the birth of mass 
media. As soon as the printing press was invented, officials created ways to censor it. In 1501, Pope 
Alexander VI issued a notice requiring the printers to submit copy to church authorities before 
publication, in order to prevent heresy‑ . Penalties for bypassing the censors included fines and 10
excommunication. One of the first court cases involving freedom of the press in America took place 
in 1734 where the British governor William Cosby brought a libel case against the publisher of The 

 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 8

  Stephen Holmes, “Liberal constraints on private power?”, “Democracy and the Mass Media,” Cambridge: 9

Cambridge University Press, 1991. pp. 21-65.

 Live Science. Freedom of the Press. 29 June 2015. https://www.livescience.com/21312-freedom-of-the-10

press.html.
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New York Weekly Journal, John Peter Zenger, for publishing commentary critical of Cosby’s 
government. Zenger was acquitted by the jury contrary to the law of seditious libel. Its action is 
considered an important milestone for the principle that criticism of government and its officials is 
fundamental to a free society, notwithstanding the law of seditious libel. This common 
contemporary characterization focuses on Zenger as critic, on the oppressiveness of the common 
law of seditious libel, and on the victory of Zenger as critic over the King and the law of seditious 
libel.‑  11

The beginning of 20th century was “the golden age” of propaganda. The two world wars increased 
the need to develop practical knowledge for conducting wides scale propaganda campaigns, thus 
sparking scientific research on propaganda methods. At the same time this background created 
negative connotation for term “propaganda” which is still present in democratic states. During the 
first weeks of the Nazi Regime in 1933, the deployment of the radio, press, and newsreels to stoke 
fears of a pending Communist uprising were made, which subsequently were channelled into 
creating support for political measures that eradicated civil liberties and democracy.‑  Examples of 12
propaganda also exist from colonial rule: under the British Raj, India faced the Press Regulating Act 
of 1942, which made the registration of journalists mandatory. Limitations were imposed on the 
messages regarding civil disturbances, prohibition of news was imposed regarding acts of sabotage, 
limitations on headlines and space given to news on disturbances and the government had the 
authority on arbitrary censorship. This led to the deviation of the news and made the citizens 
believe that the ruling force is doing good deeds for them.‑  13

Current Situation

The media in new and restored democracies do not always live up to the ideal. They are hobbled by 
stringent laws, monopolistic ownership, and sometimes the threat of brute force. State controls are 
not the only constraints. Serious reporting is difficult to sustain in competitive media markets that 
put a premium on the shallow and sensational. Moreover, the media are sometimes used as proxies 
in the battle between rival political groups, in the process sowing divisiveness rather than 
consensus, hate speech instead of sober debate, and suspicion rather than social trust. In these cases, 
the media contribute to public cynicism and democratic decay.  

 USHistory.org. “The Trial of Peter Zenger” http://www.ushistory.org/us/7c.asp11

 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. “The Press in the Third Reich”. 17 May 2018. https://12

www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10007655.

 National Crime Investigation Bureau, India. “Labour Laws”. http://ncib.in/pdf/ncib_pdf/13

Labour%20Act.pdf.
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The traditional or ‘old’ media have been operating on leaks and journalists, editors and publishers 
have relied on the protections afforded them under laws protecting free speech. But the political and 
legal responses to the success of internet publisher WikiLeaks in the past few years have called into 
serious question the legal regimes related to the disclosure of information, including protections 
related to freedom of speech and the press, protection for sources and whistleblowers, the alleged 
need for confidentiality in government, and the justification for concomitant limitations upon 
freedom of information and transparency.‑  14

Eritrea and North Korea are the first and second most censored countries worldwide, followed by 
Saudi Arabia, Ethiopia, Azerbaijan, Vietnam, Iran and China. These countries have been positioned 
according to the use of tactics ranging from imprisonment and repressive laws to harassment of 
journalists and restrictions on Internet access including the absence of privately owned or 
independent media, blocking of websites, restrictions on electronic recording and dissemination, 
license requirements to conduct journalism, restrictions on journalists' movements, monitoring of 
journalists by authorities, jamming of foreign broadcasts, and blocking of foreign correspondents.‑  15

The media repression practised in Asia and many other countries is one example of the many 
restrictions on freedom that non-democratic elites in these countries use to keep their grip on power. 
In China, many Chinese news media outlets are owned, controlled and tightly trammelled by the 
state in order to manipulate public opinion to uphold party rule. As individual officials became more 
vulnerable to online exposure, a ‘black PR’ industry arose, where officials paid for incriminating 
information to be removed, and corporations to disparage opponents.‑  16

In Turkey, a coup attempt against President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan exacerbated an already perilous 
situation for independent, critical media. Under a state of emergency declared after the failed coup, 
dozens of outlets were shuttered, thousands of journalists and media workers lost their jobs, and 
more were forbidden from leaving the country. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists 
(CPJ), Turkey had at least 81 journalists behind bars as of December 2016—the highest number in 
the world then. The government also clamped down on the internet, blocking social media during 
the coup attempt and ordering websites perceived as critical to be blocked or taken down.‑  17

 Future Leaders. 2012. WikiLeaks, Disclosure, Free Speech and Democracy: New Media and the Fourth 14

Estate .

 Committee to Protect Journalists. 2015. “10 most censored countries”. https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-15

most-censored-countries.php

 Rogier Creemers. 2017. “Cyber China: Upgrading Propaganda, Public Opinion Work and Social 16

Management for the Twenty-First Century, Journal of Contemporary China”. 

 Committee to Protect Journalists. “Turkey's crackdown propels number of journalists in jail worldwide 17

to record high”.
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News smuggling along the Chinese border creates a hard-to-eradicate situation in North Korea, yet 
several special units, such as “Group 109,” have been set up – some by Kim Jong-Un himself 
before assuming leadership of the country – to thwart these “clandestine activities”. The 
government is also monitoring citizens who travel to China. Any person who criticizes the regime 
or engages in reprehensible activities such as using the Chinese Internet – which is by no means 
free – can be denounced.‑  In South Africa, the government of President Jacob Zuma has been 18
highly sensitive to criticism. The politicized leadership of the public broadcaster, the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), sought to limit coverage of violent protests in the run-up to 
local elections, and fired journalists who protested the directive. The SABC then refused to comply 
with an order by the communications regulator to rescind its directive, setting up a standoff between 
the two bodies. 

The President of Russia authorized the Ministry of Industry and Trade and the Ministry of 
Communication to analyse and provide suggestions “relating to possibilities, terms, and volumes of 
financial expenditures with the purpose of organizing the local manufacturing of equipment and the 
production of software necessary to store and process voice information, written texts, images, 
audio, and video, or other electronic communications by internet users…” The authorized ministries 
in this case shall implement the order by 1 September 2016, and the requirement to store such 
information shall come into effect on 1 July 2018. According to Russian experts, however, the 
Russian government presently does not have the necessary equipment or software to enable the 
storage of such information, as required by the new law, and it is unlikely that such capacity will be 
developed even by 2018(2023 According to the Supreme Court’s recent ruling).‑  19

A 2016 UNESCO report found that “traditional media” was the most affected by fatal attacks. The 
highest number of killings was among print journalists, with 244 killed (41%) between 2006 and 
2013, followed by television journalists with 154 killed (26%) and radio journalists, with 123 killed 
(21%). Journalists working exclusively online, such as bloggers, were also subject to fatal attacks. 
Most notably, 33 web-based journalists (5.6%) were killed in the Syrian Arab Republic in 2012. The 
vast majority of the 593 journalists killed between 2006 and 2013 (94%) were local rather than 
international journalists, and approximately 94% were men.‑  The 2014 UNESCO report, World 20
Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development, found that, between 2007 and 2012, less 
than one in ten cases of killings of journalists had led to a conviction.‑   21

Reporters Without Borders. “North Korea”.  https://rsf.org/en/news/north-korea-1.18

The International Centre for Not-for-Profit Law. July 21, 2016. “Overview of the Yarovaya Law”.19

 UNESCO. “Director General’s 2016 Report on the Safety of Journalists and the Danger of Impunity.”20

 UNESCO. “World Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development.”21
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‑  22

Journalists and media workers engaged in dangerous professional missions in areas of armed 
conflict shall be considered civilians and shall be protected as such, provided that they take no 
action adversely affecting their status as civilians. The recognition of the national legal frameworks 
should be consistent with States’ international human rights obligations and commitments, which 
are an essential condition for a safe and enabling environment for journalists. The growing 
centrality of the internet in communications, and the accompanying role and influence of powerful 
internet platforms operating across borders, have drawn the attention of courts and governments 
seeking to regulate these intermediaries, with risks to online expression. 

The number of Member States with freedom of information laws has risen to 112, with especially 
strong growth in the African and Asia-Pacific regions. Yet, there is also much to be done globally to 
improve awareness of such laws and their implementation. At the same time, there are positive 
developments for the independence of journalists to make editorial decisions. In Africa, the Arab 
States and the Asia Pacific region, journalists have self-reported substantial increases of journalistic 
autonomy.‑  Such changes have also encouraged alternative and often influential outlets for 23
journalists, including on digital media, as well as international investigative journalism 
collaborations. With continuing growth of information abundance online, the distinctive value of 
independent journalism is being underlined.  

Since 2012, the UN General Assembly, UN Human Rights Council, UN Security Council and 
UNESCO have adopted 12 resolutions or decisions related to the safety of journalists. Continued 

 ibid.22

 UNESCO. 2018. “World Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development: 2017/2018 Global 23

Report, Paris”.
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monitoring of the situation of journalists’ safety is needed in order to craft effective and informed 
strategies.‑  This is all the more necessary to advance the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 24
Development, building on the contributions of information and knowledge from free, pluralistic and 
independent media, and drawing on the enhanced safety for journalists to generate the news all 
societies need. 

Past UN Actions

The UN Human Rights Council has unequivocally condemned practices that disproportionally 
restrict of freedom of expression and the right to access information, and which have significant 
social, political and economic impacts.‑  UNESCO has inscribed in its constitution the mission to 25
“promote the free flow of ideas by word and image” for mutual understanding, dialogue and peace 
to promote diversity amongst cultural expressions.‑  26

In 2013, the UNESCO General Conference passed a resolution on Internet-related issues which 
encouraged international and interdisciplinary reflection and debate on the ethical challenges of 
emerging technologies and the information society. This was followed in 2015 by the conference 
CONNECTing the Dots that led to the decision 56 of the General Conference titled “CONNECTing 
the Dots: Options for Future Action: UNESCO’s role in Internet-related issues” which endorsed a 
range of options, including a call for human rights-based ethical reflection, research and public 
dialogue on the implications of new and emerging technologies and their potential societal impacts. 

Goal 6 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognises the great potential of the spread 
of information, communications technology, and global interconnectedness to accelerate human 
progress, to bridge the digital divide and to develop knowledge societies. The Global Multi-
stakeholder Meeting on the Future of Internet Governance 2014, held in São Paulo, also 
acknowledges the need for human rights to underpin internet governance and that rights which 
people have offline must also be protected online. 

On 27 May 2015, the Security Council adopted resolution 2222 (2015) on the safety of journalists 
in situations of armed conflict, the first thematic resolution on the safety of journalists since its 
resolution 1738 (2006). In that resolution, the Council recognized the important early warning role 
that journalists, media professionals and associated personnel can play in protection of civilians and 

 ibid.24

 UNHRC. 2016. “Promotion and protection of all human rights, civil, political, economic, social and 25

cultural rights, including the right to development”.

 20C/Resolution 15.1. Objective 4/9.3/1. 26
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conflict prevention by identifying and reporting situations that could result in international crimes 
and expressed its concern at the frequency of acts of violence against journalists in armed conflict, 
the growing threat posed by terrorist groups, and the impunity for crimes committed against 
journalists. 

UNESCO began requesting information for the Director-General’s reports to IPDC, covering the 
period of killings from 2006 onwards and up until the end of 2015. 59 Member States of the 70 
Member States contacted have responded at least once on the judicial follow-up to journalists’ 
killings, while 11 have never sent a response.  

Journalists in exile

While media freedom advocates often focus on the direct effects of violence against journalists, the 
large-scale departure of media professionals from extremely dangerous environments can be just as 
devastating for a country’s information landscape. Some exiled journalists are able to continue 
working from abroad, but they remain vulnerable to reprisal attacks or intimidation, particularly if 
they still have family members in their home country. 

United States: President Donald Trump has shown contempt for the media and an apparent 
disregard for the country’s press freedom traditions, but it remains unclear whether he will attempt 
to impose systematic restrictions on journalists. 

Afghanistan: The country’s last and only free press flourished during the "decade of democracy" 
from 1963 to 1973 when it ground to an abrupt halt with the overthrow of King Zahir Shah. 

 13CologneMUN 2018 UNHRC



Hundreds of journalists have fled Afghanistan for Europe, where they can find both safety and more 
job opportunities, though all refugees face a degree of social and economic hardship.‑   27

Syria: Syrian journalists account for the largest share of journalists in exile globally. Local media 
professionals have fled to neighbouring countries like Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, where despite 
legal and operational challenges, many continue to report on events in Syria or issues faced by 
Syrians in refugee camps. 

Turkish journalists holding photographs of their colleagues who lost their lives in Syria. 

Azerbaijan: The regime of President Ilham Aliyev is giving no sign that it is easing its years-long 
campaign against independent media and freedom of expression advocates. Authorities periodically 
blocked the websites of several prominent news outlets, among them Meydan TV and Radio Free 
Europe/Radio Liberty.‑  The leadership also demonstrated the extent of its editorial control by 28
taking the pro-government television station ANS off the air due to its plan to broadcast statements 
by the exiled Turkish cleric Fethullah Gülen, which the authorities said would be a “provocation” 
meant to damage relations between Baku and Ankara. Out of Azerbaijan’s nine national television 
stations, three are directly owned by the state, five are privately owned but controlled by the state, 
and the public service broadcaster, Ictimai, is failing to fulfil its role as a public service broadcaster 
as it does not provide balanced and varied programming. In contrast to the hours of television 
coverage incumbent President Aliyev receives every day throughout the year, the other presidential 

Committee to Protect Journalists. “Journalism in Taliban” https://cpj.org/x/1ec5.27

 Reuters. 12 May 2017. ”Azeri court supports block on several media websites”.28
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candidates have received only 18 minutes of airtime each week for the three weeks of the campaign 
period.‑  29

Digitalisation of Media and its Transparency

Social media are displacing traditional media as the most important sources of news and opinion for 
many users, leading to debate on their impact on social norms and the diversity of political 
discourse. Unlike more direct methods of censorship, such as website blocking or arrests for 
internet activity, online content manipulation is difficult to detect. It is also more difficult to combat, 
given its dispersed nature and the sheer number of people and bots employed for this purpose. 

The effects of these rapidly spreading techniques on democracy and civic activism are potentially 
devastating. The fabrication of grassroots support for government policies on social media creates a 
closed loop in which the regime essentially endorses itself, leaving independent groups and ordinary 
citizens on the outside. Worryingly, state-sponsored manipulation on social media is often coupled 
with broader restrictions on the news media that prevent access to objective reporting and render 
societies more susceptible to disinformation. Successfully countering content manipulation and 
restoring trust in social media—without undermining internet and media freedom—will take time, 
resources, and creativity. 

In the absence of a comprehensive campaign to deal with this threat, manipulation and 
disinformation techniques could enable modern authoritarian regimes to expand their power and 
influence while permanently eroding user confidence in online media and the internet as a whole. 
The Internet’s core values of openness, freedom, resilience, safety, and decentralisation are 
fundamental for enabling inclusive and sustainable growth - as is also expressed by UNESCO’s 
Internet Universality framework.‑  30

Internet and social media blackouts were reported during election periods in Chad and the Republic 
of Congo. The government of the Democratic Republic of Congo has imposed an Internet blackout 
on the country for a third straight day as protesters kept up pressure on President Joseph Kabila. The 
government ordered telecommunications companies to sever all Internet and short-message 
services, after anti-government protests spread from the capital Kinshasa to the restive eastern Kivu 
provinces and 42 people were dead during the protests.‑  Social media access was also obstructed, 31

 Freedom House. Freedom of the Press Report 2017.29

 UNESCO. “Developing UNESCO’S Internet Universality Indicators: Help UNESCO to assess and improve 30

the internet”.

 Wall Street Journal. 22 Jan 2015. “Democratic Republic of Congo Extends Internet Blockage”.31
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amid public anger at the president’s efforts to remain in office after the expiration of his mandate, 
and in Uganda, in the days surrounding an election and an inauguration that handed President 
Yoweri Museveni a fifth term. When Gabonese president Ali Bongo won re-election by a very slim 
margin, the suspension of network connections coincided with days of massive riots over the 
disputed results. The Internet challenges traditional hierarchies and cultural boundaries.  

The governance of social media must therefore be based on both formal mechanisms and evolving 
norms to capitalize on its tremendous power to provide economic opportunity and security, while 
also providing resilience and privacy for all Internet users. The proliferation of the Internet of 
Things into all aspects of daily life is accompanied by unprecedented private data collection and 
government surveillance, which destroy users’ privacy and present terrifying new opportunities for 
widespread criminal breaches in cyber security and even the possibility of cyberwarfare, including 
attacks on civilian infrastructure such as the power grid or water systems. A fragmented Internet 
would also impinge upon people’s right to free expression, privacy and access to knowledge. 
Walled gardens and overly restrictive intellectual property regimes limit knowledge sharing, stifling 
innovation.  

In Turkey, Facebook and Twitter could not be accessed during a variety of important political 
incidents, including the coup attempt and the arrest of pro-Kurdish parliamentarians.‑  Internet 32
connections were also severed in parts of Mali, China, and India during moments of contentious 
political activity. In response to the growing normalization of telecommunications blackouts, the 
UN Human Rights Council adopted a resolution in July that condemned the practice as a violation 
of international human rights law.‑  33

In 2008, the Pakistani government censored YouTube by ordering the redirection of Internet traffic 
away from the website. However, when the routing information was not contained within the local 
network, many people outside of Pakistan were directed to the network block. While this example 
reveals a number of implications for the reliability of the Internet, it also shows how poorly 
informed or badly executed attempts to achieve social ends can have on freedom of expression. In 
2012, YouTube was blocked again after an inflammatory video sparked a number of protests across 
the country and the Muslim world‑ . The ban on YouTube lasted three years, until January 2016, 34
when YouTube agreed to launch a local version of its site in the country. Under the agreement, the 
Pakistan Telecommunications Authority can ask YouTube to remove any material it deems 
offensive. Pakistan is not the only country that maintains a localized site: there are currently more 

 The Project on Middle East Political Science (POMEPS). “Turkey’s Coup Attempt 2016”.32

 A/HRC/RES/32/13.33

 Ronald J. Deiber. “The geopolitics of internet control: Censorship, sovereignty, and cyberspace”.34
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than 85 country-specific YouTube homepages around the world.‑  Most of the time, it is unclear to 35
what extent the government is demanding the removal of content and for what purposes. Although 
many companies publish transparency reports, there is no transparency around the kinds of requests 
governments are making and what the companies are choosing to comply with. For example, given 
the dominance of the large Internet content providers and a very few service providers, there has 
been concern that some network operators may be using traffic management techniques to benefit 
their own or their partners’ services or for other types of commercial gain, or to help achieve 
political goals. For example, some media coverage has demonstrated the governance role that can 
be played by network operators in curbing online piracy, by throttling a user’s home Internet when 
they are uploading and downloading large amounts of data. 

Our communications and associated data are mixed together in the packet-switched networks and 
data clouds of the Internet. They all use the same fixed and mobile devices operating with the same 
Internet protocols. For authorities charged with tracking down criminals or terrorists, the Internet 
provides a reservoir of information about their targets. But at the same time, access to the 
intermingled data raises concerns over personal privacy, data protection, digital security and 
business competition. Governments have the responsibility to ensure that the Internet policies they 
pursue are consistent with fundamental human rights and the rule of law. At the same time, they 
have a duty to address threats from both state and so-called “non-state” actors such as terrorists and 
criminals of all kinds. However, it is sometimes difficult for law enforcement officials to indict and 
prosecute national and transnational criminal activity without having assistance from intelligence 
agencies and their powerful tools of digital intelligence gathering. 

Conclusion

Freedom of expression refers back to individual journalists', as well as to press institutions' rights. 
In other words, its significance covers both the individual right of each journalist to express his or 
her opinion and the press' right as an institution to inform people. To guarantee the protection of 
free media, state authorities not only underlie the negative obligation to abstain from intrusion, but 
as well to the positive commitment to promote media freedom and act as a guarantor against 
intrusion of public as well as private actors. 

This utmost significance of press freedom for the democratic functioning of society, making it a 
fundamental constitutional value, leads to very high requirements before any restrictions can be 
imposed on the freedom of the press by the public authorities. This does not mean, however, that 

 ibid.35

 17CologneMUN 2018 UNHRC



press freedom has automatic prevalence over other conflicting interests, which might be data 
protection, the right to privacy, reputation, criminal justice, or others. Rather, any conflicting 
interest must be balanced allowing the unfolding as far as possible of both press freedom and other 
conflicting rights and legitimate interests, albeit taking into account the significance of freedom of 
expression and press freedom for democracy. 

A press that is not independent can achieve some of the steps towards eradication of poverty already 
enumerated: a state-sponsored press can increase literacy and provide white collar jobs, for 
example, and it can spread information. But only an independent press can act as a government 
watchdog, empowering the people it serves through the provision of information and the assurance 
that their participation matters. Only an independent press can strengthen civil society by ensuring 
that a plurality of opinions enters the public marketplace of ideas for further consideration amongst 
that market. It is an independent press that can best represent local positions, offering the 
opportunity to turn passive recipients into central participants. Finally, it is the openness and 
empowerment within civil society brought by free and independent media that fulfils the promise of 
Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of freedom of expression and 
information.‑   36

New challenges to international human rights are requiring governments and policy makers to 
confront and sometimes to regulate the use of a technology that is, in many ways, immune to 
national statutory and particular cultural contexts, as it transcends national borders. The UN Human 
Rights Council has taken a strong stand to say that the same rights people enjoy online must also be 
protected online. But the specific challenges presented when trying to implement that position still 
remain to be addressed. There has not been a direct translation from rights offline to rights online: 
states and corporations actively collect information about individuals, often without their 
knowledge, informed consent or full understanding; Internet content is censored or controlled for 
various purposes, some of which may infringe on an individual’s right to freedom of speech; and 
online platforms are sometimes monitored and used by governments to limit freedom of expression, 
assembly and religion. There are also important questions concerning the vulnerability of 
interconnected systems and the privacy implications of allowing state and private sector actors to 
access, benefit from and share the immense amounts of data that they will generate. Similarly, there 
is a need to clarify that whatever access is granted must have a legal basis. 

 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights.36

 18CologneMUN 2018 UNHRC



Guiding Questions

• How are the remedies and sanctions for the retaliation outlined for the support of the press? 

• Does Journalism need federalism or does it already exist in your country by some means? How to 
maintain the independent stature of the media? 

• Is there a legislation in place to protect from discriminatory or disciplinary action, suspected acts 
of wrongdoing or corruption by competent authorities? 

• How to check and verify whether a source of information is valid or not, and whether to control 
the news if it is against the ruling government? 

• How to enable whistleblowers to come forward and enable them to publish news publicly? How 
to confirm the authenticity of the content? 

• How to disband old objective thinking and cater to modern constructive thinking when it comes 
to acceptance of news amongst countries? 

•
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