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Introduction:	

The publication of the 2018 World Press Freedom Index in April sounded alarm bells for the safety of 
journalists around the world. According to the report, a record number of countries have been 
classified as having ‘very bad’ press freedom, and the downward trend in press freedom is not limited 
to autocratic countries; Europe, the freest region on average, has recorded the steepest decline out of 
any region this year.1 This worrying trend has brought the question of protecting journalists into 
public consciousness. Journalists and media workers are fundamental to ensuring that the public can 
stay fully, factually informed and that fruitful conversations can be had about policy and current 
events; unfortunately, it is for this exact reason that they are so often targeted by those who want to 
crack down on conversation.  

Statistics from the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) show the troubling extent of this problem. 
1337 journalists have been killed between 1992 and the present, 39 of whom were killed this year.2 
846 of these deaths were murders, while an additional 297 journalists were killed in crossfire and 168 
killed while on a dangerous assignment. In 2017, 262 journalists were imprisoned.3 Many of these 
cases were in conflict zones, as one might expect, but as the map below shows, journalists have been 
imprisoned in a variety of countries across the world; this includes democracies such as India. 

	

Under international humanitarian law, journalists are afforded the same protections as any civilians in 
conflict zones, in accordance with article 79 of Protocol I (additional protocol to the Third Geneva 
Convention). As journalists are civilians, it is considered a war crime to direct any attack intentionally 
against them, and they are also legally protected from arbitrary capture or arrest.4 Moreover, war 
																																																													
1	“Global press freedom on downward trend: World Press Freedom Index.” Al Jazeera. 25 April, 2018. 
2	“Killed Since 1992.” cpj.org. Retrieved 2 September 2018.	
3	“Imprisoned in 2017.” cpj.org. Retrieved September 2 2018.	
4	Geiss, Robin. "How Does International Humanitarian Law Protect Journalists in Armed-conflict Situations?" International 
Committee of the Red Cross. July 27, 2010	



	 	 	
	

	 	 	
	

correspondents are granted other rights as well as their rights as civilians; they are formally allowed to 
accompany the armed forces and, if captured, they have the same status as a captured soldier, unlike 
any other type of journalist.5 However, aside from civilian rights and the additional rights of war 
correspondents, journalists do not have any special protection. Some argue that due to the dangerous 
nature of the profession and its intimate relationship with freedom of expression, a freedom enshrined 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the United Nations should provide a more 
comprehensive framework for protecting journalists. 

 

Threats	to	journalists:	

Peacetime	

As previously mentioned, by far the most common cause of death for journalists is murder. In some 
countries, the murder of dissenting journalists is implicitly sanctioned or even ordered by the state, 
and for this reason, in 9 out of 10 cases the murderer of a journalist goes unpunished.6 The task of 
punishing such murderers is left to domestic governments and international institutions do not usually 
get involved, which allows authoritarian leaders the freedom to turn a blind eye to murders if this 
works in their favour. Sometimes, even if the international community does get involved, they cannot 
prevent murderers from acting with impunity. For example, on December 16 2004, Deyda Hydara – a 
popular editor and known critic of the government of President Yahya Jammeh – was shot dead in 
Banjul, Gambia. 10 years later, the murder had not been investigated at all, and although the 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) pushed for an investigation, the Gambian 
government (despite being an ECOWAS member) did not comply.7 Such incidents lend weight to the 
argument that a decisive UN resolution to protect journalists would enable international pressure to be 
more effectively applied to governments which ignore their duty to investigate murders. 

Working as a journalist in disagreement with a leader or ruling party can be dangerous even in 
relatively rich, peaceful countries. As recently as February 25 2018, Slovak journalist Ján Kuciak was 
shot after investigating tax fraud allegedly perpetrated by individuals close to the ruling party as part 
of his work for the news website Aktuality. Once again, the killer was allowed to act with complete 
impunity; it is suspected that the work he carried out as a journalist was the motive for his 
assassination and the assailant was potentially hired by the ruling party or a businessman close to it.8 
This case shows that as well as being an extremely important component of the promotion of freedom 
of expression, protecting journalists is part of the fight against corruption, to which the United Nations 
committed itself in its 2003 Convention Against Corruption. 

 Another common threat is imprisonment, which often occurs in countries such as Turkey and China 
(they imprisoned 73 and 41 journalists respectively in 2017) that are not at war, but do have 
governments which repress dissent. The Chinese government has been curbing Uighur separatists 
increasingly forcefully; consequently, many journalists who criticise its treatment of Uighurs are 
imprisoned or sent to ‘re-education’ centres. An example is the arrest of Ilham Tohti, charged with 
encouraging separatism and sentenced to life imprisonment without access to a fair appeals process, 
along with 7 students linked to his publication.9 In refusing to grant Tohti the right to a fair trial and 
freedom of expression, the Chinese government and other authoritarian governments which have 
implemented similar policies is contravening the principles which the United Nations seeks to uphold. 

																																																													
5	Ibid.	
6	“Global Campaign Against Impunity.” cpj.org. Retrieved September 2, 2018. 
7	Ibid.	
8	Hover, Jason, “Police suspect Slovak investigative journalist murdered for his work.” Reuters. February 26, 2018.	
9	“Ilham Tohti.” cpj.org. Retrieved September 3 2018.	



	 	 	
	

	 	 	
	

Conflict zones 

Both of the above cases of murder took place during peacetime, showing that journalism comes with 
many risks even outside of conflict zones. During wartime, however, there are even greater risks. The 
political motives behind killings of journalists have more urgency in times of war; for instance, during 
the ongoing war in Afghanistan, the Taliban and allied militias have regularly ordered the 
assassination of journalists who voice support for the internationally recognised government or its 
Western backers in order to advance their political agenda.10  War-torn countries tend to have 
underfunded and neglected justice systems, so political murders of journalists are even likelier to go 
unpunished in these countries if there is no intervention by supranational organisations. 

War correspondents also have a higher likelihood of being caught in crossfire, which has claimed the 
lives of 297 journalists since 1992 according to the CPJ. Earlier this year, Islamic State (IS) claimed 
responsibility for the deaths of at least 9 Radio Liberty journalists in a double suicide bomb attack in 
Kabul.11 These deaths were not a result of the specific targeting of journalists; rather, the jobs of these 
particular journalists involved being present at the locations of the suicide bombs, which entailed a 
high risk. Due to the risks inherent to their profession, more extensive and specific protection for 
journalists in conflict zones may be needed. 

 

Relevant	resolutions	and	measures:	

Protection for civilians	

As the introduction describes, article 79 of the Additional Protocol I to the Third Geneva Convention 
states: 

 “Journalists engaged in dangerous professional missions in areas of armed conflict shall be considered 
as civilians within the meaning of Article 50, paragraph 1 […] They shall be protected as such under 
the Conventions and this Protocol, provided that they take no action adversely affecting their status as 
civilians,”12 

This recognition of journalists as civilians provides the basic framework for journalists’ rights, as it 
acknowledges that journalists are directly implicated in and covered by every UN resolution or treaty 
granting rights to civilians. These civilians’ rights are supplemented by the additional status of war 
correspondents, who, in the event that they are taken captive, have the same rights as prisoners of war 
according to article 4A part 4 of the Third Geneva Convention (the rights to medical treatment, 
sufficient food rations etc.) due to their special permission to accompany military personnel onto 
battlegrounds.  Security Council resolution 1738, passed in 2006, condemns attacks on journalists 
worldwide and reaffirms the status of journalists as civilians, and hence their entitlement to the same 
level of security and protection as all other civilians. It also urges states and parties in any conflict to 
do their utmost to protect journalists, given this status.13  

3Additional protection 

The first resolution specifically addressing the fact that journalists often find themselves in more 
dangerous situations than many other civilians, and may require more bespoke protection, was passed 
by the General Assembly on November 2 1973. Resolution 3058 highlighted the need for a 
convention pertaining to journalists in order to ensure their safety and acknowledged that there was a 
																																																													
10	”Afghanistan: Police Investigating Journalist’s Murder.” Radio Liberty Gandhara. April 25, 2018. 
11	Faiez, Rahim and Shah, Amir. "Twin bombers in Afghanistan kill 25, including 9 reporters.”  AP News. April 30, 2018.	
12		UN. "Additional Protocol I." United Nations. June 8, 1977	
13	UN. ”Security Council Condemns Attacks Against Journalists in Conflict Situations, Unanimously Adopting Resolution 
1738.” United Nations. 23 December, 2006.	



	 	 	
	

	 	 	
	

gap in provisions for them. However, beyond committing the UN to further discussion of the issue 
and theoretically approving of the idea of a convention, the resolution did not call for or directly lead 
to the implementation of any concrete measures.14  To this day, there has not been a convention on the 
protection of journalists in armed conflict.  

More recently, the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) has published three resolutions 
on the protection of journalists: one in 2012 (21/12), one in 2014 (27/L.7) and one in 2016 (33/2). 
These resolutions contain more detailed guidance on how countries can create a safer environment for 
journalists and condemn attacks against journalists. The most recent resolution makes several 
suggestions to member states concerning how to protect journalists, which include creating 
independent commissions to combat impunity, providing specific training to prosecutors on the safety 
of journalists, releasing arbitrarily detained journalists and carrying out universal periodic reviews.15 
However, since HRC resolutions are not binding, there is no impetus for member states to take their 
suggestions into account. Organisations such as Reporters Without Borders have called for greater 
monitoring of compliance with these resolutions and submitted recommendations to the United 
Nations on the topic of protecting journalists. 

Aside from resolutions, the United Nations Environmental, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) has been responsible for many efforts to promote journalists’ safety. On April 12 2012, 
UNESCO published the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity. 
While this document is not a treaty, its strategy was tested in 5 countries and subsequent resolutions 
have strongly urged member states to follow its recommendations. The Plan includes “the 
establishment of a coordinated inter-agency mechanism to handle issues related to the safety of 
journalists as well as assisting countries to develop legislation and mechanisms favourable to freedom 
of expression and information, and supporting their efforts to implement existing international rules 
and principles” and “recommends working in cooperation with governments, media houses, 
professional associations and NGOs to conduct awareness raising campaigns on a wide range of 
issues such as existing international instruments and conventions, the growing dangers posed by 
emerging threats to media professionals, including non-state actors, as well as various existing 
practical guides on the safety of journalists.”16 A year later, the 2013-2014 Implementation Plan was 
released, which provides more details on the operation of the Plan of Action.  

 

Opposition	to	greater	UN	involvement:	

It might seem that given the relationship between journalism and freedom of expression and the 
unique role of journalists, the idea of special protection for journalists would be uncontroversial, but 
this is not the case. Some feel that the protection given to journalists as civilians are adequate and it is 
up to individual countries, or courts such as the International Criminal Court, to have sufficiently 
thorough judicial systems to protect the rights of civilians as a whole. The International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) is a very influential and well-established organisation, and its official opinion is 
that journalists do not need any more protection on paper; the enforcement of standards already 
detailed on paper is a more pressing issue for them.17 Originally, the writers of Protocol I declined to 
give any special status to journalists because ”any increase in the number of persons with a special 
status, necessarily accompanied by an increase in protective signs, tends to weaken the protective 

																																																													
14	UN. ”Resolutions Adopted by the General Assembly during its Twenty-Eighth Session.” United Nations. Retrieved 
September 3, 2018.	
15	UN. ”Resolution adopted by the Human Rights Council on 29 September 2016.” United Nations. October 6, 2016.	
16	UN.	”UN	Plan	of	Action	on	the	Safety	of	Journalists	and	the	Issue	of	Impunity.”	UNESCO.org.		
17	Geiss, Robin, op. cit.  	



	 	 	
	

	 	 	
	

value of each protected status already accepted..”18 Moreover, a GA resolution which strikes a firmer 
tone on the protection of journalists and encouragement of free expression during peacetime might 
meet with opposition from authoritarian countries, which might consider such a resolution too 
exigent. 

 

Questions	to	consider:	

To what extent should journalists be granted special status?	

How could the UN ensure that governments are complying with previous resolutions on this subject? 

How could provisions for the safety of journalists be adapted in the light of technological changes 
(e.g. the growing use of encryption)? 

How should these provisions differ during peacetime compared to wartime? 

Which areas of this topic have previous resolutions not covered or insufficiently covered? 

 

 

 

																																																													
18	Balguygallois, Alexandre. ”Protection des journalistes et des médias en période de conflit armé.” ICRC. March 2004, 
retrieved September 3 2018. 


