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Committee Background: 
The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) was established by the General 

Assembly in 2006. UNHRC replaced the Human Rights Commission after much criticism for 
allowing states to be members who had significant human rights abuses. UNHRC consists of 47 
member states that are responsible for supporting and protecting human rights around the world. 
UNHRC is a subsidiary of the General Assembly and the General Assembly elects the members 
of UNHRC. The membership seats are divided between regional groups where 13 seats go to 
Africa, 13 to Asia, 6 to Eastern Europe, 8 to Latin America and the Caribbean, 7 to Western 
Europe and Others Group. 

UNHRC deals with topics that revolve around human rights violations. UNHRC abides 
by the many different human rights conventions. UNHRC employs special rapporteurs and 
working groups to keep states in check. These special rapporteurs and working groups 
investigate and intervene in individual cases and emergency human rights cases. These special 
rapporteurs create reports that are then published for the global community to view. 
 

  



Topic 1: Mass incarceration of journalists across the globe 
Topic Overview:  

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights established freedom of 
expression as a fundamental human right. However, around the world, there are governments and 
those wielding power who find many ways to obstruct it. Methods of obstructing this freedom 
include: imposing high taxes on newsprint, forcing independent radio and TV stations off the air 
for criticizing Government policy, restricting the use of the Internet and new media, among other 
methods. Journalists face intimidation, incarceration, or even their lives for exercising their right 
to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. 
 
Past UN Actions and Resolutions: 

The Human Rights Council is the leading UN body responsible for these issues, however, 
it is not the only body working on these issues. In 1997, UNESCO Director-General condemned 
the killing of journalists and created the Report on the Safety of Journalists and the Danger of 
Impunity to the International Programme for Development of Communication Council. The 
Office of Special Procedures overseas cooperation and oversight of plans of action of each sub-
unit. This includes the UN Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and Expression, UN Special 
Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary, or Arbitrary Executions, and regional Rapporteurs such 
as the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression and Access to Information in Africa 
(AUC), the Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression, the Organization of the American 
States (OAS), and the Representative on Freedom of the Media for the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 

In 2013, the UN General Assembly adopted its first resolution concerning the safety of 
journalists and the issue of impunity. This resolution aims to condemn all attacks on journalists 
unequivocally, including killings, torture, harassment, and intimidation in both conflict and non-
conflict areas. The resolution also urges member states to break the cycle of violence against 
journalists by ensuring that all alleged investigations under their jurisdiction are given fair, 
speedy, and impartial trials, and that the perpetrators of these attacks are brought to justice. In 
this resolution, November 2 is declared International Day to End Impunity for Crimes Against 
Journalists. 

In May 2012, the Committee to Protect Journalists applied for the special UN 
consultative status, but the UN NGO committee denied their application. However, in July 2016, 
the UN Economic and Social Council overturned this vote to grant the CPJ UN consultative 
status, with the United States the forefront leader in the request for a revote. Out of the 54-
member body of ECOSOC, 40 countries voted in favor. China, Russia, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, and 
Vietnam voted against, while Algeria, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, India, Pakistan, and Uganda 
abstained 
 
 
Current Situation: 



The non-governmental Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) and Reporters without 
Borders (RSF) are the biggest advocates that have been pushing the United Nations to urge its 
member states to protect press freedom and freedom of expression and opinion. The CPJ is a 
non-profit NGO, with headquarters in New York, and is comprised of 40 experts from around 
the world who report and document hundreds of attacks and violations in repressive countries, 
conflict zones, and established democracies.RSF is a non-profit NGO with its headquarters in 
Paris, France, with the mandated mission to defend press and online freedom, protect journalistic 
sources, condemn abuses, and collect reports and statistics for dissemination. RSF has consultant 
status with the United Nations. Neither receives funding from the UN, although support could be 
requested by the Human Rights Council 

There are five major issues journalists face around the world when working:  
1. Impunity- Currently, there is not sufficient  prosecution of the abusers of journalists which in 
turn, perpetuates the cycle of violence against journalists. Since, criminals typically are not 
prosecuted, it entices others to silence journalists since no punishment is given. 
2. Press Freedom- Reliable sources are key for a journalist’s career. Journalist and media 
workers need access to public information and records from the government in order to combat 
corruption and maintain the role of whistleblowers in public affairs. 
3. Defamation laws- There are no distinctions between imprisoning journalists because of their 
opinions and imprisoning them because of their professional activities. NGOs have been calling 
for countries to decriminalize defamation, which they believe limits press freedom because of the 
implementation of harsh sanctions such as prison sentences, fines and the right to practice 
journalism. 
4. Government surveillance and state security- Governments often come into conflict with 
journalists if their reports and opinions affect national security or the power of the majority party. 
Government surveillance can affect journalists and their ability to be impartial and unbiased. 
This is evident when a country’s population does not have wide access to the internet and press 
media is state controlled. This in turn can cause journalists to self-censor what they report on, 
affecting press freedom. Additionally, government surveillance can affect journalists and their 
sources. Emails, text messages and phone calls can be hacked, showing that digital security can 
be just as much of a threat as physical security.  
5. Ethical Journalism- Ethical journalism has been a recent solution to combat bad practices in 
journalism. Media owners are beginning to pay more attention to the safety of their journalists, 
such as training their journalists and informing them of legal aid and risk assessments about the 
locations they are being sent to, regardless of whether they are areas of armed or unarmed 
conflict.This also extends to female journalists who receive more physical threats then male 
journalists and are targeted more because of their sex. 
 
  



Blocs: 
1. USA: The United States has continuously advocated for press freedom protection. 
2. China: China allows for a vast freedom of press with the exception of political matters. 

The media laws regarding a journalist’s are ambiguous and not clearly defined, leaving 
much to interpretation. 

3. European Bloc: 
a. European Union: The EU is a forefront leader in the freedom of journalists and 

advocates for the increase of journalist rights 
4. Middle Eastern Bloc: Morocco and Saudi Arabia are noted as countries who imprison a 

large amount of journalists 
5. African Continent Bloc: 

a. Rwanda 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. What measures can be implemented in the journalists themselves as a form of regulation? 
2. How can we ensure that member states are fulfilling their obligations in protecting 

journalists? 
3. What constitutes as national security versus breach of power in terms of a state restricting 

what a journalist may publish? How can these parameters be implemented 
internationally? 

  



Resources used: 
● https://cpj.org/reports/2017/12/journalists-prison-jail-record-number-turkey-china-egypt/ 
● https://www.un.org/en/observances/end-impunity-crimes-against-journalists 
● http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/expression/docs/publications/JURISPRUDENCIA_ENG.pdf 
● https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000266191.locale=fr 
● https://rsf.org/en/world-press-freedom-index-2014 
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