Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the freedom of press and media in the world, adopted by the Commission on 8 October 2013
1.
Rapporteur: Marietje SCHAAKE (ALDE/NL)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0176/2013 / P7_TA(2013)0274

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 13 June 2013
4.
Subject: Freedom of press and media in the world

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution highlights freedom of expression as fundamental right that should be put at the front of EU action, and called on the EEAS and the Commission to develop a more coherent and sustainable approach to Freedom of Expression.

Journalists and the media are often at the forefront of human rights defenders as they bring human right cases to light. The resolution acknowledges the enormous empowerment of people as a result of digitalisation, giving independent journalist and individuals the possibility of denouncing some of those who abuse of power. The resolution recalls that States should ensure that media freedom is respected, and raise awareness over increased violence against journalists. In many countries attempts to restrict the space for free press have resulted in murders and imprisonments, as well as in increased censorship and economic control of the media landscape.

The resolution addresses the need of having a more sustainable EU vision on the media with a long term perspective. EU policy on free press should have clear objectives and be able to address media development.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The following actions may be identified in correspondence with paragraph numbers of the resolution.

Digitisation

23.
The Commission recently published a specific guide for the ICT sector on implementing the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.

EU policies and external actions

27.
The EU has repeatedly shown that it is not afraid to send clear political messages in response to the worrying trend of increased violence against journalists and restrictions to press freedom. The EU has repeatedly condemned attacks against journalist and bloggers through clear, high level public statements, as during the recent events in Turkey.

In addition, the "No Disconnect Strategy" (NDS) has been created to uphold the EU's commitment to ensure that internet and other information and communication technology (ICT) can remain a driver of political freedom, democratic development and economic growth. Specifically, the NDS aims at providing on-going support to activists, political dissidents, bloggers, journalists and citizens living and operating under non-democratic regimes to help them organise, mobilise and exercise their rights through a variety of tools to circumvent arbitrary censorship and fight indiscriminate surveillance.

28.
The EEAS and the Commission services are currently preparing guidelines on freedom of expression in the follow up to EU Strategic Framework for Human Rights. The aim of those guidelines is to address unjustified restrictions on freedom of expression.

29.
The Commission is committed to ensuring the respect of media freedom and pluralism within its competences. The Commission is exploring possible actions in follow up to the independent High-Level Group on Media Freedom and Pluralism, which submitted its report with 30 policy recommendations to Vice-President Kroes on 21 January 2013. A public consultation was launched with a deadline for submitting comments on the recommendations of the High-Level Group on 14 June. The Commission is currently analysing the results of public consultations.

30.
The Commission is currently implementing the pilot project 09 02 07 foreseen in the budget of the European Union for 2013 on the application of the Media Pluralism Monitoring tool (MPM). The MPM will be implemented by the Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom at the European University Institute.

31.
The Commission is exploring possible actions in the follow up to the independent High-Level Group on Media Freedom and Pluralism which submitted its report with 30 policy recommendations to Vice-President Kroes on 21 January 2013. Any follow up will be decided only together with all interested services to ensure coherency. Also, guidelines on freedom of expression aim at improving coherency in the external dimension of this policy area.

Strategy

33.
There is indeed a need to mainstream the promotion of freedom of expression and media pluralism in all the EU’s external actions. The EEAS and the Commission services are working together towards this goal. For example, an informal working group among relevant DGs and the EEAS has been set up in preparation of the future EU public guidelines on freedom of expression. This includes also DG CNECT's contribution to the definition of this policy in view of its expertise in the topic.

34.
The Commission is consolidating its efforts in the field of democracy support, based on a comprehensive approach that includes democratic institution building, electoral support and observation, media and civil society programmes. Support in these areas is key in order to strengthen democratic accountability.

In light of the above, the aim is now to take a more consolidated and comprehensive approach to media development and press freedom promotion, and the Commission launched a media study in 2012 to analyse past support and provide recommendations on future strategies and modalities. Follow up work to the study includes consultations with media and press freedom organisations to further inform the work going forward. The report from the study is informing the on-going work on the EU Guidelines in Freedom of Expression.

The Commission has also launched work to develop a training module to guide HQ staff and Delegations in designing, implementing and evaluating media development programmes. EU Delegations are systematically encouraged to include support for journalists and media in developing countries in the guidelines for calls for proposals under EIDHR. Whenever electoral assistance is considered by the Commission, the role and access to the media is a particular point of attention.

The Commission is also actively engaging with other European bilateral donors through the OECD/DAC Governance Network on the development of more comprehensive and strategic approaches for donor support to media as an intrinsic part of domestic accountability.

Currently, the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance is being put in place. It switches from a project-based approach to a country strategy based one. The same is valid for the upcoming media assistance within IPA2. When supporting the capacity building of journalist professional organisations or training judiciary to apply in practice Article 10 of European Convention on Human Rights, DG ELARG will move for a multiannual engagement and programmes to achieve sustainable results and develop satisfactory track-records.

IPA2 will have multi-beneficiary and national parts. Whereas the national envelopes will allow for taking into account national peculiarities, the multi-beneficiary part will cater for synergies and strategic approaches. Also, the multi-part is more political because does not require agreement with the beneficiary government – which is good for issues related to freedom of expression.

35.
In relation to monitoring the performance and progress of EU candidate countries as regards the protection of media freedom (paragraph 39), the Commission includes such information in the yearly progress reports.

The annual Enlargement Strategy (to be adopted on 16 October 2013) will place Freedom of Expression as one of just a few top priorities.

There is also the "new approach" under Chapter 23 in accession negotiations. Issues related to Fundamental rights (covered by the Copenhagen criteria, but not the acquis) should be reflected in action plans. Implementation of these plans is a condition throughout the negotiations and sets their pace. Similar arrangements will be put in place for countries that are not yet negotiating, and will set the pace of their advancement towards accession.

The EU continues its work to strengthen the role of civil society in promoting human rights and democratic reform, including pluralism and freedom of the press, through the EIDHR instrument in candidate and potential candidate countries, as well as the southern and eastern neighbourhood.

36.
The Commission is aiming at operationalizing some of the recommendations from the media study and outcomes of consultations with civil society through the democracy programming in the framework of the EIDHR for the future. EU support to human rights defenders, and in particular those who are at risk or in need of urgent protection, may be provided in various forms. EIDHR may also provide flexible and ad hoc financial support to human rights defenders in danger, including journalists, bloggers and defenders of freedom of expression.

Between 2012 and 2013, € 600 000 a year have been reserved to allocate small grants of up to € 10 000 per grant to human rights defenders in need of urgent protection or assistance. This urgent support may take any form that is considered necessary, for instance to cover the fees for the legal representation of defenders, to cover medical expenses, to purchase security material for offices or homes, to pay for the evacuation of a human rights defender to another country, to support the operations of a human rights organisation which finds itself in a dire financial situation, etc.

In the field of enlargement, strengthening journalist professional organisations (by using IPA2) is one of the strategic directions in media assistance.

37.
Through the development of a strategic approach to media assistance, and in on-going collaboration with the EEAS, Commission services provide comprehensive and timely support for the legal reform and policy development in partner countries. This may take various forms, such as seminars on EU media standards in the Western Balkans, People to People Programme, twinning, etc.

38.
The EU has repeatedly condemned attacks against journalist and bloggers through several public statements and in the framework of the EU’s bilateral relations with third countries. The EU is committed to the need of further strengthening international efforts to end impunity.

The Commission can confirm that it uses political dialogue under Stabilisation and Association agreements to raise issues related to freedom of expression. Equally, the Commission has set special political frameworks to accelerate accession preparations (High Level Accession Dialogue with fYRoM, or “positive agenda” with Turkey) where freedom of expression figures prominently.

(See also the response to paragraph 36 above)

39.
The fight against impunity is mentioned as one of the EU priorities in the guidelines on freedom of expression.

40.
The Commission can confirm that it already supports regional media organisations, such as BIRN (Balkan investigative reporting network), and will do so in the future.

41.
Projects financed by the Commission, including under the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR), are by default public. Confidentiality clauses only apply when a programme is particularly sensitive and when the beneficiary explicitly requests that a specific project should be fully or in part confidential. Confidentiality means that the beneficiary will not be obliged to comply with the visibility rules described in the general conditions of the contracts, as well as that the EU will not publicise the confidential activities/ results of the project if this may put in danger the persons and the organizations involved.

42.
The Commission is exploring possible actions in follow up to the independent High-Level Group on Media Freedom and Pluralism, which submitted its report with 30 policy recommendations to Vice-President Kroes on 21 January 2013.

43.
The Commission attaches great importance to press and media freedom in the EU's enlargement policy; the Commission includes information on press and media freedom in this area in the yearly progress reports.

44.
The Commission can confirm that whenever electoral assistance is under consideration, the role and access to the media is a particular point of attention.

45.
Follow up work to the media study consultations with media and press freedom organisations includes best practices and the question of how to develop strategies going forward with support to media in fragile states and countries in transition.

47.
The EU is ready to increase its efforts to engage in international fora. As an example, during the UN Third Committee meeting on 6 December 2012 in New York, the EU deplored the trend of increased censorship and condemned restrictions on the Internet.

The EEAS will continue to engage in international fora such as the UN, UNESCO, the Council of Europe, and the OSCE in promoting freedom of expression. The EU is working on long term arrangements with the Council of Europe; these would allow for political consultation, as well as implementation of assistance programmes within particular fields of expertise, such as judiciary training. The EU is also due to conclude a memorandum of understanding on cooperation with the OSCE. UNESCO implements a programme financed by the EU on self-regulation and professional standards.

48.
The EU Strategic Framework for Human Rights foresees in its Action Plan the development of EU Guidelines on Freedom of Expression online and offline, including the protection of bloggers and journalists. The present report is already informing the on-going work on the drafting of the freedom of expression guidelines. The EEAS will build on the opportunity provided by the adoption of this report to face this new challenge.
----------

� Reaction of HR/VP Ashton: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/137423.pdf


Reaction of VP Kroes: http://blogs.ec.europa.eu/neelie-kroes/turkey/
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