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Executive Summary

T

his Shadow Report provides an overview
on the progress towards SDG Indicator
16.10.1 in 13 Latin American countries,
as well as key regional trends regarding
freedom of expression, press freedom, access to
information, and the safety and security of journalists. The report is based on the documentation and
analysis of data in the form of “alerts” that have
been gathered, registered, and reported by VdS
partners based on a common regional methodology
specifically designed to track progress towards UN
SDG indicator 16.10.1.
The monitoring data shows that, in the midst of the
worst pandemic in a century, authoritarian tendencies increased in Latin America. The 2019 Shadow
Report emphasized that Latin American journalism
was increasingly threatened by the rapid deterioration of fundamental freedoms in a context of increasing populism and social upheaval. In 2020, this
trend worsened. The COVID-19 public health crisis
claimed the lives of hundreds of media workers. It
also exposed government failures, corruption and
institutionalized violence. The ensuing economic

and social crises further demonstrated precarious
conditions in the journalistic profession as thousands lost their livelihoods and many press organizations were forced to close. This was due in large
part to a limitation of traditional sources of revenue
as a result of the economic slowdown caused by
lockdown measures across the region.
The pandemic’s interruption of everyday life contributed to a reduction of the total number of alerts
in most countries in the region compared to 2019,
yet the severity of violations increased. Meanwhile,
journalists continually placed their lives on the line
to inform the public, often lacking appropriate protective equipment. Heightened repression and surveillance forced journalists to operate in challenging
situations, with governments continually using the
pandemic as an excuse to enact restrictive legislation in an attempt to shield their shortcomings from
public scrutiny.
Another common theme in the region was the restriction of freedom of expression, brought about by
the state’s exercise of special unchecked powers
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under the excuse of fighting disinformation and
mitigating the pandemic. Many countries saw an
abuse of executive orders and fast-tracked legislation without discussion in parliaments in 2020. In
most cases, these were associated with purported
attempts to prevent or reduce disinformation. While
there was undoubtedly an increase in the dissemination of disinformation, especially on social media
and instant messaging applications, attempts to
deal with the problem using criminal law or surveillance are dangerous and inefficient.
Disinformation is rampant and constitutes a real problem; but it has also been used by governments as
an excuse to restrict fundamental freedoms, making
it unsafe for journalists to inform. Independent and
professional journalism plays a crucial role in identifying unreliable information and offering a reliable
alternative. Disinformation thrives in information
deserts, places where there are few to no sources
of reliable information and an absence of contrasting sources. Freedom of expression, not censorship masked as action against disinformation, is the
key to solving this problem. It is imperative that journalists empower the public to accompany them in
the process of uncovering the truth. Media ecosystems must be diverse, plural, professional and have
access to resources to achieve these goals.
Still, there was also hope for the protection of fundamental freedoms in Latin America in 2020. Civic
movements, like those in Bolivia and Uruguay, were
able to overturn restrictive laws against freedom
of expression. This showed again that organization and collective action are critical safeguards
for fundamental freedoms and fighting disinformation. In the midst of political power struggles
during the pandemic, independent journalism has
shown that its best allies are highly critical citizens
who demand accountability and scrutinize power.
These well-informed citizens are at the forefront of
efforts to improve and strengthen quality independent journalism and thus, effective and democratic
governance.

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org
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Foreword
For a third consecutive year, VdS presents a Shadow Report that monitors UN SDG Indicator 16.10.1
in Latin America. The indicator tracks the number of
verified cases of killing, kidnapping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary detention and torture of journalists, associated media personnel, trade unionists
and human rights advocates within a 12-month
period. VdS focuses exclusively on journalists and
media, offering an independent assessment of the
situation of freedom of expression, press freedom,
access to information, and the safety and security of journalists across 13 countries. This report is
based on data denominated “alerts” that is gathered, registered and reported by VdS partners based
on 12 common regional indicators jointly designed
to track progress towards SDG 16.10.1. It includes
recommendations for civil society, media outlets,
states, the UN and other stakeholders to strengthen sustainable development in Latin America and
promote progress towards SDG 16.
The 2020 Shadow Report will be presented at the
2021 United Nations High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development (HLPF), the primary forum

for follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. The HLPF will meet from
July 6 to 15, under the auspices of the Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the theme “Sustainable and resilient recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic that promotes the economic, social and
environmental dimensions of sustainable development: building an inclusive and effective path for
the achievement of the 2030 Agenda in the context
of the decade of action and delivery for sustainable
development.” SDGs 1 no poverty; 2 zero hunger;
3 good health and well-being; 8 decent work and
economic growth; 10 reduced inequalities; 12 responsible consumption and production; 13 climate
action; 16 peace, justice and strong institutions;
and 17 partnerships will be the focus.
The HLPF serves as an opportunity for CSOs
to complement, contrast, enrich and fill gaps in
information presented by government-led Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), the official follow-up
mechanism established in the 2030 Agenda. This
Report ultimately aims to facilitate sharing experiences from and across Latin America — successes,
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challenges and lessons learned — encouraging
and strengthening multi-stakeholder efforts for the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda, particularly
SDG Indicator 16.10.1

Credits: AFP
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Introduction
● VdS and the Shadow Report

VdS is a regional initiative that was established in
2017 to promote and improve safeguards to fundamental freedoms - freedom of expression, press
freedom, access to information, and the journalist safety and security. It is currently composed of
13 freedom of expression watchdog organizations
in as many countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela.
VdS has enhanced the monitoring and collaboration of its network, strengthening each partner individually and gradually building a regional whole that
is greater than the sum of its parts.
Each year, VdS partners monitor, register and report
violations against freedom of expression, press freedom, access to information, and the safety and
security of journalists in their countries. This monitoring occurs under the shared umbrella of standardized regional indicators, which have been designed
by the partners to measure progress towards SDG

16.10.1. These indicators, combined with the country-specific insights of VdS partners, are the foundation of yearly Shadow Reports. The VdS shadow
reporting process and structure is multi-layered,
contemplating national and regional level monitoring
to enrich international reporting that can be used
at the UN level. The network continues to grow
through the years; current partners include:
● Foro de Periodismo Argentino (FOPEA):
Argentina
● Asociación Nacional de la Prensa de Bolivia (ANP): Bolivia
● Asociación de Periodismo Investigativo
(ABRAJI): Brazil
● Fundación para la Libertad de Prensa
(FLIP): Colombia
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● Instituto Cubano de Libertad de Expresión
y Prensa (ICLEP): Cuba

can structurally transform the situation of fundamental freedoms in the region.

● Fundación Andina para la Observación y
Estudio de Medios (FUNDAMEDIOS): Ecuador
● Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios para la Democracia Social (DEMOS):
Guatemala
● Comité por la Libre Expresión (C-Libre):
Honduras
● ARTICLE 19 México y Centroamérica (Artículo 19): Mexico
● Fundación Violeta Barrios de Chamorro
(FVBCH): Nicaragua
● Instituto de Prensa y Sociedad (IPYS): Peru
● Centro de Archivos y Acceso a la Información (CAinfo): Uruguay
● Instituto de Prensa y Sociedad (IPYS):
Venezuela
The Shadow Report complements, contrasts, enriches and fills gaps vis-a-vis the information presented (or omitted) in state-led VNR. The Report
independently identifies trends in achievements,
challenges, gaps, success factors and threats in the
implementation of SDG Indicator 16.10.1. It informs
critical stakeholders and supports policy analysis. It
provides an evidence base to help mobilize means
of implementation and partnerships, support the
identification of solutions and best practices, and
promote the coordination and effectiveness of
international development efforts. Beyond documenting incidents and highlighting trends to hold
power accountable - the watchdog role - the report
showcases collective ideation from VdS to present
recommendations, including the need for efficient
and inclusive follow-up and review systems at the
regional level. It discusses possible multilateral
support mechanisms to aid implementation efforts,
hoping to inspire a multi-stakeholder approach that
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Methodology

● SDG 16.10.1 Definition and Refinement
Goal 16:

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all
and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels.

Target 16.10:

Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national
legislation and international agreements.

Indicator 16.10.1:

Number of verified cases of killing, kidnapping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary detention and torture
of journalists, associated media personnel, trade unionists and human rights advocates in the previous
12 months.
The custodian agencies for SDG indicator 16.10.1
— the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and the International Labour
Organization (ILO) — informed by ongoing efforts to
improve the methodology that measures the indicator and in consultations with relevant stakeholders,
have agreed to work towards a refinement of the
current formulation to streamline and better align it
with target 16.10. The working draft of the proposed refinement for the indicator is as follows:

This report works off the refinement and its methodological approach. In adopting this definition, the
case is made that it is necessary to include a wider
scope of violations — such as through the addition of “other harmful acts” — to account for all
the ways in which freedom of expression, press
freedom, access to information, and the safety and
security of journalists are restricted. Expanding the
definition allows for crimes like non-lethal attacks,
threats, stigmatizing discourse, biased criminal and
civil legal processes and internet restrictions to be
included.

“Number of verified cases of killing, enforced disappearance,
torture, arbitrary detention, kidnapping and other harmful acts
against journalists, trade unionists and human rights defenders” 1

Beyond the refinement, the defining characteristic of
violations under this indicator is their motivation or
causal factor; the violation is driven by the victims’
work. The task of classifying alerts entails observing events from statistical and international law
perspectives. Irrespective of definitions provided by

1 UN (2018): Metadata for SDG Indicator 16.10.1 Available at: https://unstats.
un.org/SDG/metadata/files/Metadata-16-10-01.pdf
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national legislation or practices, all events that meet
the elements provided in the definitional framework
will be counted for statistical purposes.

● Alert System and Indicators
VdS Shadow Reports measure the implementation
status of SDG Indicator 16.10.1 based on statistical data known as “alerts.” An alert is a written note
drafted to account for a verified case of a violation against freedom of expression, press freedom,
access to information or the safety and protection of
journalists. “Verified cases” contain a minimum set
of relevant information on the particular situations
and circumstances, including: the victim, type of
violation, perpetrator (e.g. state actor vs. non-state
actor) and geographic location of the incident. A
“violation” is a specific action that can be verbal,
physical, administrative, hostile or a destructive
action that seeks to cause harm and limit the exercise of fundamental freedoms, such as the right to
a free press, free speech and access to information.
The alerts are gathered and systematized by the
VdS CSOs through a collective multi-layered monitoring approach. First, the CSOs record the violations at the national level according to their own
framework. The data is then standardized using
a set of 12 regional VdS indicators designed to
promote consistency and comparability between
reports of different countries, as well as subsequent regional reports. This standardization facilitates international reporting, including within the UN
system, while the multi-layered approach ensures
that the insights and nuance of national-level monitoring are not lost. The VdS indicators are based
on SDG 16.10.1 and aim to be people-centered,
gender-sensitive, rigorous, evidence-based and
informed by high-quality data, which is accessible,
timely, reliable and disaggregated by characteristics
relevant to national contexts.

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org
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● The 12 VdS Indicators

verbal, that seek to impede or limit freedom of
expression or blocking journalistic work or access
to public facts and information

1. Killing: intentional act that causes death as
a consequence of journalistic work
2. Kidnapping: unlawfully detaining, taking
away and/or confining a victim without their consent by persons or groups not acting with the
support or acquiescence of the state

7. Stigmatizing discourse: verbal attacks

that are made public with the objective of smearing and discrediting the victim

8. Restrictions in access to information:
the limitation or blocking of publicly relevant information and other newsworthy events

3. Enforced disappearance: arrest, deten-

tion, abduction or any other form of deprivation
of liberty of a victim by agents of the state or
by persons or groups of persons acting with the
authorization, support or acquiescence of the
state followed by a refusal to acknowledge the
deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the
fate or whereabouts of the victim

4. Arbitrary detention: arrest or detention not

in accordance with national laws, because it is not
properly based on grounds established by law, or
does not conform to the procedures established
by law, or is otherwise deemed arbitrary in the
sense of being inappropriate, unjust, unreasonable or unnecessary in the circumstances

5. Torture: act by which severe pain or suffe-

ring, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a journalist for such purposes as
obtaining from them or a third person information or a confession, punishing them, intimidating
them or coercing them

9. Criminal and civil legal processes:
public or private trial the consequences of which
can range from fines to jailing

10. Abusive use of state power: deliberate actions planned and implemented by the
state which - abusing its powers, without logic
or rationale and against international standards
- harm journalists and media whether financially
or materially
11. Legal framework contrary to international standards: the proposal and/or approval of laws, including decrees, resolutions and
guidelines which restrict freedom of expression,
access to information and/or generate censorship

12. Internet restrictions: limitation of online

freedom of expression and press freedom through
strategies that restrict usage of the Internet to
publish or access information

6. Aggressions and attacks: violent, intimidating or limiting actions, whether physical or
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These definitions have been drafted in accordance
with international law and high methodological
standards. Monitoring practices were modeled off
those of various international organizations, such
as the International Classification of Crime for Statistical Purposes (ICCS) of the UN Office of Drugs
and Crime (UNODC) and UNESCO (which provided
support and guidance in developing these indicators). The indicators count each victim separately,
as there can be more than one victim involved in
the same incident. Registered alerts are ordered
based on the “most serious offence” rule commonly
applied in crime statistics: if an incident incorporates elements of more than one category of crime,
it is coded to the higher category.

level, separate from this regional effort. The data
presented in these reports may vary from Shadow
Report statistics due to distinct local practices and/
or methodological treatment of data.

● Limitations

Monitoring System and Availability of Data
The United Nations Statistical Commission’s Interagency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEGSDGs) -tasked with developing and implementing
the global indicator framework for the Goals and
targets of the 2030 Agenda- has classified SDG
Indicator 16.10.1 as a Tier II: Indicator, meaning the
indicator is conceptually clear, has an internationally
established methodology and standards are available, but data is not regularly produced by countries.
This indicator is sensitive to underreporting by states due to changes and biases in victim reporting
behavior, as well as police and recording practices,
new laws, processing errors, omissions by non-responsive institutions and manipulation. In many instances, the number of cases reported depends on
access to information and the monitoring capacities
of national CSOs.
While VdS includes guidelines for the disaggregation
of its indicators, not all partners can or do disaggregate uniformly. There is an opportunity to streamline
this process and provide more specific information
on groups in vulnerable situations, which will be
considered for the next Shadow Report.
It should also be noted that VdS partners present
their own reports on these issues at a national

17 | Methodology | SHADOW REPORT

Credits: Ueslei Marcelino | Agência Reuters

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org

Regional Context

● Journalism in the Times of COVID-19: Authoritarianism,
Disinformation and Fragility in Latin America
A peaceful, just, inclusive and democratic society
is not easily achieved and must be constantly protected. The last few years have shown that consolidated democracies risk regression, especially
in the face of crisis. Beyond regional outliers Uruguay and Peru, democracy and fundamental freedoms in most of Latin America were under constant
and severe pressure even before the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020, a year defined globally by the COVID-19 pandemic, authoritarianism,
disinformation and fragility battered journalism in
Latin America. The pandemic has left its mark
across the entire spectrum of freedom of expression, press freedom, access to information, and
the safety and security of journalists in the region.
It has emboldened authoritarian tendencies and
fueled abuses of power, most notably malicious
legal processes. Disinformation has grown exponentially during the public health crisis, as have its

consequences, both as a real threat and an excuse
to curb fundamental freedoms. The livelihoods of
journalists, along with those of millions of other people in the region, have been rendered precarious by
the economic impact of the pandemic.
The pandemic has served as an excuse for authoritarian regimes and democratic governments
to grab special unchecked powers, such as restricting access to information or directly censoring and silencing independent media in the name
of the so-called “national interest.” Governing
through executive order and fast-tracking legislation
became trends in 2020, weakening basic democratic checks and balances. The COVID-19 pandemic posed major dilemmas related to the balance
between individual freedom and collective interest.
Clear examples include social distancing norms,
the obligatory use of masks and state-mandated
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lockdowns. This led to heightened tensions and
overt violence, such as in Colombia where a man
was murdered by the police for allegedly violating
public health protocols. This act gave way to massive protests against police brutality, during which
state violations against freedom of the press took
place.
Meanwhile, Nicaragua’s rule of law worsened as
the state manipulated the pandemic to abuse journalistic freedoms. The Ortega Murillo regime built
an institutional framework to criminalize journalism
through the malicious prosecution of arbitrarily defined ‘false information’ while it formalized the de
facto confiscation of independent media outlets.
Whether reporting on these crackdowns, the pandemic and its impact or government responses writ
large, journalists faced significant opposition and
threats in the region.
This year saw a marked increase in disinformation,
especially through social media and instant messaging applications. UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres denounced the "massive infodemic" of
disinformation about COVID-19, which undermined
public health efforts. However, abuses often occurred under the guise of legitimate action against
disinformation. While deeply problematic, attempts
to deal with the issue through criminal law or surveillance are dangerous. Granting authorities power
to gather or investigate data that may contain false
information opens the door for authorities to abuse
it in favor of their desired narrative. This was true
in 2020 in Latin America. Public servants, political
leaders and their sympathizers accused journalists
of spreading false information. Authorities aim to
manipulate information to downplay the impact of
the pandemic and avoid scrutiny of negligence and
corruption. In Bolivia, the transitory government of
interim President Jeanine Áñez attempted to criminalize disinformation, which led to civil resistance.
Legislation to regulate disinformation was approved
by the Brazilian Senate. In Puebla, Mexico, authorities attempted to make it a criminal offence to
publish information that contradicts official reports.
If power becomes the arbiter of truth, the political manipulation and stigmatization of independent
journalists is likely to ensue.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also negatively affected revenue streams for independent media and
journalists. The slowdown of economic activity has
translated into cutbacks on advertising, which is
still a key revenue source for most media outlets. In
fact, many outlets have shut down entirely, including
at least seven newspapers in Ecuador. Furthermore,
reporters are often forced to become freelancers
and, as such, have seen a reduction in fundamental labor rights. This public health crisis and
its economic aftermath have exposed the underpinnings of a precarious media ecosystem, one
that relies too much upon donors and traditional
advertising. These issues disproportionately affect
journalists and media workers. Still, opportunities
exist to explore new ways to engage audiences,
diversify revenue streams and ensure the viability
of journalism.

In Focus

The tragic consequences of COVID-19 for
Latin American journalism
COVID-19 journalist deaths
Country

2020

Argentina

N/A2

Bolivia

13

Brazil

93

Colombia

30

Cuba

N/A

Ecuador

24

Guatemala

N/A

Honduras

14

Mexico

69

Nicaragua

3

Peru

108

Uruguay

03

Venezuela

5

TOTAL

359

2 N/A: data is not available or could not be confirmed by the VdS partner organization.
3 Uruguay is the only country in the region which reported no COVID 19 related
deaths.
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According to VdS CSOs, at least 359 journalists lost
their lives due to the COVID-19 pandemic in the 13
countries. However, the numbers are likely higher as
many countries in the region significantly underreport COVID-19 deaths. FOPEA in Argentina did not
include COVID 19 related deaths in its monitoring,
so data could not be confirmed. In Cuba, access to
information is so limited that data is impossible to
verify. Underreporting is also highly likely in countries
like Nicaragua and Venezuela, where official COVID19 statistics are routinely altered to fit official narratives. In Colombia, FLIP maintains that more deaths
than reported are likely. It has not been possible to
determine that contagion and death are a direct
result of journalistic work in all cases, although it is
strongly suspected.

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org
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Regional Results
● Latin America
In 2020, VdS registered 3350 total alerts. As was the case in 2018 (55%) and 2019 (75%), the majority of
alerts (59%) in 2020 identify the state as the perpetrator of violations. Considering that the state has the
mandate to guarantee and protect freedom of expression, press freedom, access to information and the
safety and security of journalists, this trend represents a contradiction and is a major obstacle for improving the situation of these fundamental freedoms in the region. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic
interrupted most aspects of life and society, leading to a reduction of the total number of alerts in seven
of the countries compared to 2019. Still, the severity of the violations increased.
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● Total number of alerts per country per year
Variation
2019 vs 2020
-43%

Variation
2019 vs 2020
-28%

84

117

51

48

162

65

2020

2019 2018
Argentina

Variation
2019 vs 2020
222%

2020
Variation
2019 vs 2020
-34%

419

2019
Bolivia

2018

194

129
83
130

2020

Brazil

2019

2019 2018
Ecuador

Variation
2019 vs 2020
-78%

Variation
2019 vs 2020
-11%

117

2020

131

1267
80

2020

2019 2018
Honduras
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282

234

2020

2019 2018
Nicaragua

Variation
2019 vs 2020
280%

Variation
2019 vs 2020
-8%

57

24

26

12

2020
Variation
2019 vs 2020
-21%

15

13

2019
Peru

2018

642

2019 2018
Uruguay

Data for Colombia, Cuba, Guatemala and Mexico
is featured for the first time in the 2020 Shadow
Report. No data is available for annual comparison.

510

196

2020

2020

2019 2018
Venezuela

Total number of alerts per country 2020
Colombia

499

Cuba

344

Guatemala

112

Mexico

692
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Number of alerts per indicator in 2020
VDS INDICATOR

2020

● Abusive use of state power

138

● Aggressions and attacks

1630

● Arbitrary detention

279

● Criminal and civil legal processes

200

● Enforced disappearance

4

● Internet restrictions

376

● Kidnapping

14

● Killing

17

● Legal framework contrary to international
standards

13

● Restrictions in access to information

279

● Stigmatizing discourse

397

● Torture

3
TOTAL
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3350

Perpetrators per country in 2020
Country

Not
available and
unidentified5

Total

State

Non-state

Outlaws

Argentina

30

9

0

9

48

Bolivia

15

66

0

36

117

Brazil

312

92

0

15

419

Colombia

199

87

79

134

499

Cuba

328

6

0

10

344

Ecuador

69

44

0

16

129

Guatemala

6

0

0

106

112

Honduras

76

9

0

32

117

Mexico

349

167

39

137

692

Nicaragua

204

46

1

31

282

Peru

29

20

0

8

57

Uruguay

9

14

0

1

24

352

116

4

38

510

TOTAL

1978

676

123

573

3350

%

59%

20%

4%

17%

100%

Venezuela

In Argentina, alerts related to restrictions in access
to information and stigmatizing discourse decreased by 80% and 79% respectively, but legal processes against journalists and media increased
by 367%. In Bolivia, there was a slight decrease
in the total number of alerts (-28%). However, the
situation must be examined in light of the changing
socio-political context, as the country saw a sudden and dramatic increase in its alerts in 2019 due
to a deep crisis that originated after President Evo
Morales's fall from power. In Ecuador, the total number of reported alerts decreased (-34%) due to the
end of the protests that shook the country in 2019.
However, cases of access to information restrictions (+567%), legal processes against journalists
and media (+133%) and abusive use of state power
(+75%) increased significantly. Despite a decrease

4

(-11%) in total alerts, the situation in Honduras
remains critical; four journalists were killed, half a
dozen arbitrarily detained and more than a dozen
face charges in court. In Nicaragua, alerts related
to abuse of state power decreased significantly due
to the end of the restriction on printing materials,
but the government imposed an embargo on a TV
channel and consummated the confiscation of the
newsrooms of two independent outlets. Venezuela
registered a decrease in the total number of alerts
(-21%), but there were two journalists killed and
legal processes (+220) and arbitrary detentions
against journalists dramatically increased (+56%). In
Uruguay, where alerts decreased slightly and remain
comparatively few, three new laws passed in 2020
are contrary to international standards and, as such,
are a worrying development.

4 Organized crime, drug cartels, guerrilla, paramilitary and militias.
5 Sometimes it is not possible to identify the perpetrator either due to lack of capacity by the local VdS partner organization or due to the very nature of the crimes which
conceal the identity of the perpetrator.
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There were two countries where the situation of fundamental freedoms worsened both qualitatively and
quantitatively: Brazil and Peru. In Brazil, the total
number of alerts rose by 222%, with the biggest
hikes in aggressions and attacks (+489%), criminal and civil legal processes (+388%) and arbitrary
detentions (+200%). Peru, a country with a historically positive record of 13 and 15 total alerts in
2018 and 2019 respectively, saw its total number of
alerts jump to 57 in 2020, a 280% increase. Aggressions and attacks against journalists skyrocketed
by 1600%, abusive use of state power by 300%
and internet restrictions by 200%. The differences
between Brazil and Peru are noteworthy. Brazil has
been spiraling downward since 2019, while Peru’s
data for 2018 and 2019 compares positively to the
region. The latter’s sudden spike in alerts mostly
stem from November, when the country was engulfed in protests.
While 2020 was the first year of VdS data collection for Colombia, Cuba, Guatemala and Mexico,
alerts tell of a dramatic situation in all four countries. Six journalists were murdered in Mexico in
2020, marking it among the deadliest countries in
the region for journalism. Additionally, Guatemala
and Colombia each saw two journalists killed. The
overwhelming majority of violations committed in
these countries are aggressions and attacks: 60%
in Colombia, 88% in Guatemala and 61% in Mexico.
While Cuba has lower rates of direct physical violence, with no reported killings and a 33% rate of
aggressions and attacks, the situation of fundamental freedoms remains dire, as journalists are
systematically imprisoned, and it is the only country in the region with a constitutional ban on freedom of expression.
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Regional Comparison
● Per year and indicator
VdS and the scope of its Shadow Report have grown from 8 countries in 2018 to 10 in 2019 and now
13 in 2020. The first report in 2018 encompassed: Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Honduras, Nicaragua,
Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela. In 2019 Brazil and Guatemala joined the network and in 2020 it was further expanded by the inclusion of Colombia, Cuba and Mexico.
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● Kidnapping

● Killing

Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

Argentina

-%

0

0

0

Bolivia

-%

0

0

0

N/A

Brasil

-%

0

0

N/A

N/A

N/A

Colombia

-%

1

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Cuba

-%

0

N/A

N/A

0

0

3

-100%

0

1

3

-%

2

N/A

N/A

Guatemala

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Honduras

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Mexico

-%

13

N/A

N/A

Variation
2020-2019

2020

Argentina

-%

0

Bolivia

-%

Brasil

2019

2018

0

0

1

-%

1

0

Colombia

-%

2

Cuba

-%

0

Ecuador

-%

Guatemala
Honduras

Country

Country

Ecuador

-56%

4

9

0

Mexico

-%

6

N/A

N/A

Nicaragua

-%

0

0

1

Nicaragua

-%

0

0

4

Peru

-%

0

0

0

Peru

-%

0

0

0

Uruguay

-%

0

0

0

Uruguay

-%

0

0

0

Venezuela

-%

2

0

1

Venezuela

-100%

0

2

1

17

9

6

TOTAL

14

3

8

TOTAL

● Enforced

● Arbitrary detention

disappearance

Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

-50%

2

4

0

-%

3

0

2

200%

3

1

N/A

-%

11

N/A

N/A

-%

142

N/A

N/A

-100%

0

15

0

Guatemala

-%

N/A

N/A

N/A

Honduras

500%

6

1

6

-%

40

N/A

N/A

33%

8

6

28

Peru

-%

3

0

0

Uruguay

-%

0

0

0

56%

61

39

12

279

66

48

Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

Argentina

-%

0

0

0

Argentina

Bolivia

-%

0

0

0

Bolivia

Brasil

-%

0

0

N/A

Brasil

Colombia

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Colombia

Cuba

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Cuba

Ecuador

-%

0

0

0

Guatemala

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Honduras

-%

0

0

0

Mexico

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Nicaragua

-%

1

0

6

Nicaragua

Peru

-%

0

0

0

Uruguay

-%

0

0

0

Venezuela

0%

3

3

1

Venezuela

4

3

7

TOTAL

Country

TOTAL

Country

Ecuador

Mexico
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● Torture
Country
Argentina

● Aggressions and attacks

Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

Country

Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

-%

0

0

0

Argentina

-57%

22

51

42

Bolivia

-100%

0

4

0

Bolivia

10%

96

87

18

Brasil

-

0

0

0

Brasil

489%

112

19

N/A

Colombia

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Colombia

-%

301

N/A

N/A

Cuba

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Cuba

-%

114

N/A

N/A

Ecuador

-%

0

0

0

-52%

61

127

24

Guatemala

-%

1

N/A

N/A

Guatemala

-%

99

N/A

N/A

Honduras

-%

0

0

0

Honduras

-42%

53

92

46

Mexico

-%

0

N/A

N/A

-%

374

N/A

N/A

-86%

2

14

2

Nicaragua

-16%

143

171

125

Peru

-%

0

0

0

Peru

1600%

34

2

5

Uruguay

-%

0

0

0

Uruguay

-33%

6

9

5

Venezuela

-%

0

0

0

Venezuela

-9%

215

236

41

3

18

2

TOTAL

1630

794

306

Nicaragua

TOTAL

Ecuador

Mexico

● Restrictions in access to

● Stigmatizing discourse
Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

Argentina

-79%

3

14

0

Bolivia

-69%

5

16

21

Brasil

169%

159

59

Colombia

-%

24

Cuba

-%

26

-71%

Guatemala
Honduras

Country

Ecuador

Mexico
Nicaragua
Peru

information
Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

Argentina

-80%

2

10

2

Bolivia

-88%

4

32

3

N/A

Brasil

86%

13

7

N/A

N/A

N/A

Colombia

-%

84

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Cuba

-%

1

N/A

N/A

7

24

9

567%

20

3

6

-%

1

N/A

N/A

Guatemala

-%

3

N/A

N/A

175%

11

4

5

Honduras

122%

20

9

10

-%

66

N/A

N/A

-%

0

N/A

N/A

36%

30

22

4

Nicaragua

72%

43

25

24

2018

Country

Ecuador

Mexico

-%

7

0

0

Peru

100%

2

1

0

Uruguay

100%

10

5

1

Uruguay

-67%

2

6

1

Venezuela

55%

48

31

3

Venezuela

-29%

85

119

38

397

175

43

279

212

84

TOTAL

TOTAL
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● Criminal and civil legal

● Abusive use of state

processes
Variation
2020-2019

2020

2019

2018

Argentina

367%

14

3

1

Bolivia

-67%

1

3

0

Brasil

388%

39

8

N/A

Colombia

-%

39

N/A

N/A

Cuba

-%

0

0

0

133%

14

6

6

Guatemala

-%

0

0

0

Honduras

100%

14

7

3

-%

31

0

0

Nicaragua

33%

12

9

8

Peru

-60%

4

10

3

Uruguay

-100%

0

4

4

Venezuela

220%

32

10

8

200

60

33

Country

Ecuador

Mexico

TOTAL

power
Country
Argentina

1

0

3

4

4

12

11

6

N/A

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Colombia
Cuba

-%

25

N/A

N/A

75%

7

4

7

Guatemala

-%

6

N/A

N/A

Honduras

-50%

2

4

4

-%

14

N/A

N/A

Nicaragua

-97%

33

1013

20

Peru

300%

4

1

4

Ecuador

Mexico

Uruguay
Venezuela

-%

3

0

0

-60%

28

70

62

138

1102

112

TOTAL

● Internet restrictions

2018

Argentina

-%

2

0

0

Argentina

Bolivia

0%

2

2

6

Bolivia

Brasil

-%

1

0

N/A

Brasil

Colombia

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Cuba

0%

0

N/A

N/A

200%

3

1

0

Guatemala

-%

0

N/A

N/A

Honduras

-100%

0

2

-%

0

0

-33%

2

Peru

-%
0%

2019

Nicaragua

2018

83%

2020

Mexico

2019

Brasil

Variation
2020-2019

Ecuador

2020

Bolivia

● Legal framework contrary
to international standards
Country

Variation
2020-2019

Variation
2020-2019

2020

0%
-86%

2019

2018

2

2

3

2

14

2

167%

80

30

N/A

Colombia

-%

37

N/A

N/A

Cuba

-%

36

N/A

N/A

31%

17

13

25

Guatemala

-%

0

N/A

N/A

1

Honduras

133%

7

3

5

0

Mexico

-%

148

N/A

N/A

3

0

Nicaragua

100%

8

4

12

Country

Ecuador

-%

0

0

0

Peru

200%

3

1

1

Uruguay

200%

3

1

1

Uruguay

-100%

0

1

0

Venezuela

-100%

0

8

3

Venezuela

-71%

36

124

26

13

17

11

376

192

74

TOTAL

TOTAL

31 | Regional Comparison | SHADOW REPORT

Country Results

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org

Argentina
CONTEXT

The escalation of legal persecution
The situation of fundamental freedoms in Argentina in 2020 was characterized by the instrumentalization of the law to harass, intimidate and silence
journalists. VdS partner FOPEA registered 48 alerts
related to violations against freedom of expression,
press freedom, access to information and safety
and security of journalists. This -43% decrease
compared to 2019 was driven by a -80% in restrictions of access to information, -79% in stigmatizing
discourse, -57% in aggressions and attacks and
-50% in arbitrary detentions. However, the government and other political actors are responsible for
an important increase in the criminalization of journalism. In total, 58% of alerts identify the state as
the perpetrator; additionally, legal processes against
media outlets and journalists rose by 367% with 14
reported cases in 2020. The criminalization of journalism erodes public trust in journalism and justifies

other forms of violence. It instills fear in journalists
who feel besieged by both the government and its
supporters, which may lead to self-censorship and
an incentive against reporting violations of fundamental freedoms.
● Trends
A sinister coalition against fundamental
freedoms
The stigmatization of journalists in Argentina starts
with collusion between political power holders, politicized judicial authorities and ‘militant journalists.’6
As a result, journalists are victims of politically motivated, targeted prosecutions, a trend that was previously identified as a major threat in the 2019 VdS
6 A term used in Argentina for journalists aligned with the government, who maintain
loyalty to advancing official editorial lines and protecting hidden interests.
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Shadow Report. A politician under scrutiny for possible corruption may start to stigmatize and accuse
a journalist covering their case of wrongdoing to
dissuade them from continuing to report. The politician’s violent discourse is amplified by militant
journalists and validated by a friendly judge who
legitimizes their narrative through a malicious and
politicized judicial process. This trend is exemplified by the case of journalist Daniel Santoro, which
was also featured in the 2019 Report. In October
2020, judge Alejo Ramos Padilla - who is aligned
with the ruling party being investigated as part of
Santoro’s journalistic work – advanced the ongoing
legal case against the journalist. The case against
Santoro links him to unlawful espionage and intelligence actions for relying on a source that stands
accused of alleged extortion. Criminal and civil legal
processes against journalists have grave consequences. They exhaust them physically, emotionally
and financially. Their aim is to silence inconvenient
voices. This collusion between politicians, judges
and militant journalists is a major threat against fundamental freedoms in the country.

In focus

an exponentially aggravated crisis in terms of their
viability.
● Recommendations
Audiences, CSOs, businesses and public servants
with a shared commitment to support freedom of
expression, press freedom, access to information
and the safety and security of journalists must collaborate to enshrine the role of journalism in democracy, stimulate media sustainability and halt the
criminalization of journalism. An existing civil society
proposal for a law that would grant 0.3% of public
works for local media outlets to scrutinize implementation could anchor such efforts. It is coherent
with the UN Secretary General’s recognition that
SDG 16 is called to improve the delivery of public
goods and services. Additionally, all stakeholders
must prepare for the electoral process scheduled
for 2021. Tensions may peak and violence against
journalists and media can follow, as trends in the
region in 2020 indicate. It is important to take measures to protect journalists, as well as mitigate the
stigmatizing discourse that is likely to occur against
them.

A compounded sustainability crisis
The sustainability of quality independent journalism
requires innovative and resilient business models,
as well as journalistic approaches that engage
audiences. The latter helps build trust, which inspires public support for journalists and media. A context of generalized economic problems was already
a challenge for progress towards Indicator 16.10.1
in Argentina before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic’s drastic economic impact
has made the financial viability of quality independent journalism more difficult. Disinformation and
restrictions on access to information strain public
trust in journalists and media. The situation facilitates state-sponsored stigmatizing discourse. It also
contributes to the opaque allocation of state ad purchases to weaken the credibility and sustainability
of independent journalists, while rewarding militant
journalists. Journalists and media, especially smaller outlets like many outside Buenos Aires, face
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Argentina

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020

Alerts per year
•

2020

•

2019

•

2018

48

Variation
2019 vs 2020
-43%

Alerts by location
4

4

84

Chaco

Salta

1

1

51

Misiones

Tucumán

1

1

La Rioja

Indicators

Santa
Fé

2

San Luis

Aggressions and
attacks

Mendoza

14

1

1

Criminal and civil
judicial processes

2

Corrientes

15

3

22

4

Formosa

La Pampa

4

Ciudad Autónoma de
Buenos Aires

Provincia de
Buenos Aires

Neuquen

2

Río Negro

3

Legal framework

2

Arbitrary detention

Stigmatizing
discourse

Internet restrictions

2

Restrictions in
access to information

2

2

1

15

1

Abusive use of State
power

Judicial procedures against
media outlets and journalists

rose by 367% in 2020
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Argentina

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020

Percentage of men, women and media outlets
16.67%
Men
Women
Media Outlets

16.67%
66.67%
4.16%
Photographers
and camera
crew

Victims

Aggressors

14.58%

70.83%

Reporters
and analysts

18.75%

62.5%

News
Agencies

Non-State

State

8.33%
Media
workers

18.75%
Unidentified

2.08%
Editors, directors
and executives

Alerts per month
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep
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Oct

Nov

Dec

Credits: F. Chávez | www.anp-bolivia.com

Bolivia
CONTEXT

COVID-19 and political violence deteriorate
fundamental freedoms
The situation of freedom of expression, press freedom, access to information and the safety and
security of journalists has been tenuous in Bolivia
for more than a decade. After massive protests
and social unrest in 2019, these fundamental freedoms were strained by the COVID-19 pandemic
and renewed political violence in 2020. The policies
of interim president Jeanine Áñez in response to
the pandemic undermined fundamental freedoms
under the argument of fighting disinformation. VdS
partner ANP registered 117 total alerts in 2020,
a -28% decrease driven by a reduction of -88%
in alerts relating to restrictions in access to information, -86% in internet restrictions, -69% in stigmatizing discourse and -67% in criminal and civil
legal processes. However, longstanding efforts to

stigmatize journalists have systematically endangered their lives and wellbeing resulting in a 10%
increase in aggressions and attacks. Political fanatics are emboldened to attack reporters as they
work, which is evident in the fact that 56% of alerts
identify non-state actors as the perpetrators. However, promising developments have recently shed a
glimmer of hope on the situation. A recent civic
campaign helped overturn the interim government’s
criminalization of journalism under the guise of curbing disinformation. Additionally, the somewhat
conciliatory tone of President Luis Arce’s new MAS
government, inaugurated in November 2020, signals a stark difference with the hostile character of
the rest of the governing party leadership. Spokespersons for the governing party continue to label
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journalists as servants of foreign interests and use
them as scapegoats for government shortcomings.
As such, the situation remains unstable.
● Trends
Violence flourishes in a bed of hostility and
impunity
The year 2020 was marked by clashes between
MAS, the interim government and other political
actors, all in the context of backlash against the
strict COVID-19 measures and a turbulent electoral
process. As the provisional government declared
and enforced a harsh lockdown, MAS leadership
and sympathizers spearheaded a protest movement that lasted 14 days, in which three journalistic teams were brutally attacked. Reporters were
almost lynched by angry crowds. David Sapiencia, a photographer, was beaten unconscious in a
rural town while covering the struggle and nearly
died. Neither this attempted murder nor other cases
have been investigated by the authorities. If these
crimes remain in impunity, as trends indicate, violence against journalists and media will continue to
normalize in Bolivia to the detriment of its democracy. A pervasive hostility towards journalists and
their work has taken root in Bolivian society. It is
the result of more than a decade of stigmatization.
Alongside the reign of impunity, it enables deadly
violence against journalists. These trends, in contrast to the decrease in the number of alerts registered in Bolivia in 2020, reflect a deeper structural
barrier to fundamental freedoms.

camera operators, photographers and others have
lost their livelihoods. The financial impact has been
severe, and outlets have reduced the number of
staff. The pandemic also affected access to reliable information, making reporting difficult. Public
officials have used the pandemic as an excuse to
justify non-compliance with access to information
regulations. They fail to provide requested information, citing the public health emergency as a reason for slowing down procedures, while obstructing
accountability and transparency.
● Recommendations
Safeguarding fundamental freedoms in Bolivia requires breaking longstanding trends of stigmatization
and impunity. The brutal attacks against journalists
that occurred in 2020, most notably the attempted
murder of David Sapiencia, must become a turning
point for Bolivian society. Authorities, public and private sector leaders, civil society, social movement
leaders and the general public must come together
to ensure justice is served in these cases and to put
an end to all forms of stigmatizing discourse. The
start of President Arce’s administration might offer
an opportunity to reset cordial relations between
power holders, the public and journalists. It is critical that broad support for media development be
garnered. Resilient business models and engaging
journalism are building blocks for the long-term viability of quality independent journalism in Bolivia.

In focus
The pandemic takes a heavy toll on independent journalism
The COVID-19 pandemic has been catastrophic
for independent journalism in Bolivia. Partner ANP
reports that at least 13 journalists have died and
more than 100 may have been infected with COVID19 due to their work. These reports cannot be independently verified, and underreporting is likely. In
addition, the cessation of activities of media outlets,
interruption of informative work and printing has
affected audiences and media workers. Reporters,

38 | COUNTRY RESULTS | BOLIVIA | SHADOW REPORT

Bolivia

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020

Alerts per year
•

2020

•

2019

•

2018

117

Variation
2019 vs 2020
-28%

Alerts by location

162
65
1

Beni

Indicators

66

La Paz

96

Aggressions and
attacks

5

19

26

Santa Cruz

Cochabamba

Stigmatizing
discourse

3

4

4

Abusive use of State
power

Restrictions in
access to information

3

Internet restrictions

Arbitrary detention

Potosí

2

Tarija

2

1

2

Legal framework

66

1

Criminal and civil
judicial processes

In Bolivia 56% of alerts
identified non-state actors
as the perpetrators in 2020.
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Bolivia

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020

Percentage of men, women and media outlets
36.99%

Men
Women
Media Outlets

50.68%
12.33%

Victims

Aggressors

45.3%

10.26%

56.41%

Photographers
and
camera crew

Reporters

Unidentified

Non-Sate

4.27% 4.27%
Freelance
reporters

30.77%

Workers

31.62%

12.82%

News agencies

State

0.85%

3.42%

Editors, directors and
executives

Producer of journalist
content

Alerts per month
30
25
20
15
10
5
Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep
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Oct

Nov

Dec

Credits: Dida Sampaio

Brazil
CONTEXT

The head of state and government attacks
fundamental freedoms
Freedom of expression, press freedom, access to
information and the safety and security of journalists
in Brazil have deteriorated under President Jair Bolsonaro. Led by its head of state, the Brazilian government systematically stigmatizes journalists, erodes
public trust in journalism and encourages violence
from supporters. In 2020 Vds partner ABRAJI registered a total of 419 alerts. The 222% surge in total
alerts in 2020 was directly connected to a whopping 489% increase in aggressions and attacks.
The state was identified as the aggressor in 74% of
all alerts. Politicians and judicial officers follow the
president’s lead, using the courts to silence journalists; criminal and civil legal processes against
media and journalists increased from 8 to 39 cases
in 2020, or 388%. Arbitrary detentions increased

200%, stigmatizing discourse 169%, internet restrictions 167%, restrictions in access to information
86% and abusive use of state power 83%. The propagation of disinformation around the COVID-19
pandemic justified measures to jeopardize privacy
and weaponize the regulation of disinformation. The
proposed “Fake News Bill” threatens fundamental
freedoms under the guise of legitimacy, while journalists - especially females - face online threats and
risks.
● Trends
Journalists beleaguered on all sides
President Bolsonaro, his followers, members of
congress, judicial authorities and prosecutors attack
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journalists with alarming frequency and severity. The
very meaning and role of fundamental freedoms and
truth are under attack in the realm of public opinion
in Brazil. The Bolsonaro administration has spearheaded a stigmatization of the press that has resonated within the state and across society. Online
attacks and harassment have become prevalent
and systematic; threats on social media give way
to massive, coordinated attacks. Public institutions,
most notably the judicial system, are weaponized
against journalists. Freelancers and small outlets
are particularly targeted. Orders forcing journalists
to retract work and pre-publication censorship
(which is prohibited constitutionally) have emerged as trends to shield public officials from scrutiny. For example, a judicial process prevented TV
Globo from publishing documents related to the
investigation of Senator Flávio Bolsonaro, the president's son.

In focus
Officially sanctioned misogyny
Attacks against women in journalism — driven by
their gender — are on the rise in Brazil, especially through misogynistic harassment and online
intimidation. Women in journalism – especially
Afro-Brazilian, Indigenous, and LGBTIQ+ women face disproportionate obstacles compared to their
male counterparts, including sexual harassment,
discrimination and unequal pay. Violence against
women in journalism is perpetrated and legitimized
by public authorities in Brazil, a violation of international agreements signed by the state. This was
denounced by journalist Bianca Santana before the
UN Human Rights Council during its 44th session,
where she reported on how she was attacked by
President Bolsonaro.7 Similarly, journalist Patrícia
Campos Mello was attacked through a coordinated
effort across the government, including extensive
and vicious online harassment and in a congressional hearing where she was accused of being
willing to trade sex for information. These attacks
are increasingly common and are legitimized by

politicians, including Congressman Eduardo Bolsonaro, the second of the president’s sons.
● Recommendations
The escalation of violations of fundamental freedoms in Brazil in 2020 is a harbinger of greater
danger on the horizon. The pre-electoral context of
2021 and the 2022 presidential election may incentivize violence from powerholders and fanatics who
see journalists as enemies. A coalition of CSOs,
journalists and public servants must come together to strengthen monitoring efforts, instill a clear
understanding of the role of journalism in the hearts
and minds of the public and strengthen protection
mechanisms in the face of emerging threats such
as online violence. Women in journalism must be
at the center of these efforts. Strategies to engage
with the big tech platforms and hold them accountable for proliferating disinformation are necessary.
Otherwise, their negative impact — such as weakening media business models, enabling the spread
of disinformation or serving as a vehicle for digital
violence — will outweigh their potential to democratize communication and information.

7 https://artigo19.org/2020/07/07/ataques-do-governo-bolsonaro-a-mulheres-jornalistas-sao-denunciados-ao-conselho-de-direitos-humanos-da-onu-nesta-terca-feira/
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In Brasil the state was
identified as the aggressor in
74% of all alerts in 2020.
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Colombia
CONTEXT

The aftermath of armed conflict, an elusive
peace and COVID-19
Understanding freedom of expression, press freedom, access to information and the safety and
security of journalists in Colombia requires understanding the country’s prolonged conflict and inconclusive peace process. Since negotiations between
the government of former President Juan Manuel
Santos and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia-People’s Army (FARC-EP) in 2016, conflict has reemerged as splinter groups fill the vacuum
left by former FARC militants and the government
fails in its obligations. Between 2019 and 2020, new
non-state armed groups similar to those from decades prior to the peace process were established.
In regions where state presence is limited, these
groups exert control over the territory and community. The country has witnessed and continues to

endure unspeakable violence against journalists as
a consequence of this situation. Journalists confront exile, internal displacement and murder on a
regular basis. In 2020 VdS partner FLIP registered
499 alerts, including two killings (0.4%), 11 arbitrary detentions (2%), 301 aggressions and attacks
(60%), 39 criminal and civil legal processes (8%), 24
instances of stigmatizing discourse (5%), 84 violations of restrictions in access to information (17%),
37 internet restrictions (7%) and one kidnapping
(0.2%). In response to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the government deployed special powers, including a presidential decree that extended the response time for information requests from 15 to 30
days. This affected the work of journalists, given
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that access to timely and accurate information is
of utmost importance.
● Trends
Outlaws and legal threats
The direct and intellectual perpetrators of violence
against journalists in Colombia are often unknown.
The most heinous aggressions and attacks are
almost always carried out anonymously, which
makes prosecuting them especially difficult, resulting in high levels of impunity. Felipe Guevara, a
27-year-old crime scene reporter from Cali, was
shot in a street by an unknown aggressor days
before Christmas. Journalists are most vulnerable
in regions where lawlessness reigns and non-state
actors fill the vacuum. Violations are underreported for fear of repercussions. In the government
scarce Chocó region, there is generalized fear and
self-censorship about certain topics and actors,
namely organized crime. Colombian journalists and
outlets face criminal and civil legal processes initiated by state and non-state actors that weaponize the judicial system through the use of malicious
proxy legal cases. The existing protection mechanism for journalists and human rights defenders is
inadequate or even negligent, failing to safeguard
these groups.

In focus
The role of the armed forces and police
In 2020, the National Army has been a primary perpetrator of violations against fundamental freedoms.
It was signaled as the direct aggressor in the murder of Abelardo Liz, an indigenous journalist from
the Cauca region who died from bullet wounds
to the chest and abdomen. He was covering an
Army attack against an indigenous group claiming
its right to purported ancestral lands when shots
were fired from a position held by the Army, which
later attempted to justify the use of force through
a press release. Neither President Iván Duque nor
other authorities condemned the tragedy; as such,
there is little hope for justice in this case. On may
1st, nn investigation by Colombian magazine Revista
Semana revealed that the Army illegally surveilled 52

journalists and an undisclosed number of human
rights defenders and union leaders in 20208. The
espionage and threats against journalists were
amply documented and reported by VdS partner
FLIP. There are no known legal or disciplinary measures against Army personnel to date for these crimes. Additionally, between September 9 and 21, 65
alerts were registered in Colombia, most of which
were perpetrated by the police in the context of
mass protests against police brutality after lawyer
Javier Ordóñez was tasered to death by police officers for allegedly breaking COVID-19 measures.
The Supreme Court acknowledged that the police
violated fundamental freedoms in the midst of the
protests. Both of these situations reflect the dire
reality faced by journalists and media personnel in
Colombia.
● Recommendations
Special measures must be implemented to recognize and seek justice for crimes against journalists
committed during the armed conflict. This is a cornerstone for widespread recognition of journalism’s
public value, which is imperative for a flourishing,
stable democracy. Additionally, the state and other
actors must provide sufficient protection mechanisms for journalists moving forward, which are
necessary to ensure a free press. Existing protection mechanisms fail to fulfill the mandate of protecting human rights defenders and journalists and
as such, must be improved to meet international
standards. Additionally, the direct and intellectual
perpetrators of the murder of Abelardo Liz must be
brought to justice, and a special mechanism should
be developed to target crimes against journalists
that are committed by unknown perpetrators, such
as the murder of Felipe Guevara. A combination of
accountability for previous crimes and protection
from future ones will be key.

8 https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/espionaje-del-ejercito-nacional-las-carpetas-secretas-investigacion-semana/667616/
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Two journalists, Abelardo Liz
and Felipe Guevara, were
killed in Colombia in 2020.
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Cuba
CONTEXT

Fundamental freedoms are restricted
Many fundamental rights, as described in Article
19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
are not recognized in Cuba. In fact, article 55 of
the Cuban the constitution prohibits press freedom,
establishing that only state owned and controlled
media organizations are allowed. It is illegal to seek,
receive and distribute information and ideas outside
of state sanctioned reports. Consequently, independent journalism has been criminalized for more than
60 years. Persecution against journalists intensified
in 2020 in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic;
344 alerts were registered by VdS partner ICLEP,
of which 142 (41%) correspond to arbitrary detentions, 114 (33%) aggressions and attacks, 36 (10%)
internet restrictions, 26 (8%) stigmatizing discourse
and 25 (7%) abusive use of state power. The emergence of protest movements in June and November 2020, as well as the enactment of Legal Decree

370 “On the Computerization of Cuban Society”
(dictated in 2019), triggered a new wave of repression. Journalists have been arbitrarily imprisoned
inside their homes, interrogated and faced threats
and seizure of equipment for their opinions on social
media. Cuba’s institutional framework opposes an
independent, plural and professional media ecosystem. It favors manipulating the public with propaganda and denying agency.
● Trends
Press freedom and civil resistance
Quality independent journalism enables nonviolent resistance, a key tool for Cuban civil society
in the face of an authoritarian regime and its
repressive laws. Truthful reporting on widely shared citizen demands, organized disobedience and
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non-cooperation in the face of oppressive power
and brutal repression inspire resistance from increasingly more parts of Cuban society. This explains
why the Cuban regime escalated attacks against
journalists in 2020, as they covered protests over
police brutality and a hunger strike by the San Isidro
Movement of independent activists, artists and journalists that protested the political arrest and conviction of rapper Denis Solis. Intimidation, harassment
and threats gave way to arbitrary detentions, house
arrests and targeted interruption of mobile data and
phone services. The de facto house arrests follow
a pattern: police blockade journalists inside their
homes to keep them from leaving for up to a month.
Furthermore, the official propaganda apparatus has
increased the level of stigmatization against journalists, labeling them as foreign agents and traitors.
It is illegal to independently gather and distribute
information in Cuba, so journalism itself is an act of
resistance. The regime has increased repression to
curb defiance, but this may prove counterproductive for authorities if it leads to popular unrest.

● Recommendations
Cuban authorities must stop harassing and persecuting journalists, return confiscated equipment and
recognize and respect universal rights. Given the
over 60 years of authoritarian repression in Cuba,
the challenge remains: how to pressure the party-state into recognizing these rights? Important lessons are found in the nexus between press freedom
and civil resistance. Cuban journalism must continue to find innovative and resilient ways to report
on widespread realities, including resistance and
repression, economic duress, climate vulnerability
and other issues. Journalists must continue distributing reliable and accessible information, providing
more honest, quality content for Cuban citizens.
Finally, Cuban CSOs and media outlets ought to
establish communities of learning and practice
with their counterparts in countries like Nicaragua
and Venezuela in order to strengthen and sustain
opposition.

In focus
Decree 370 and other limitations on digital
freedom
Decree 370 criminalizes “spreading information
contrary to the common good, morals, decency,
and integrity through public data transmission
networks” (article 68) inhibiting fundamental freedoms. It threatens and intimidates journalists, fueling self-censorship on and offline. Cuba has one of
the lowest internet connectivity rates in the Western
Hemisphere, which has proven a structural obstacle for access to information among its citizens.
Internet connection is slow and costly. Digital freedom is also threatened by other factors, such as a
massive effort from authorities to control, manipulate and intimidate critical voices on social media
through “cyber-clarias” - the name given by Cubans
to regime bots and trolls. The regime manipulates
online content and its distribution, blocking access
to websites, directing traffic to propaganda and
interrupting communication services.
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Alerts by location

344

1

7

Pinar del Río

229

2

La Habana Mayabeque

Artemisa

8

Villa Clara

Matanzas

2

Cienfuegos

Indicators

9

Sancti Spíritus

21

17

Camagüey

2

6

Holguín

Granma

142

Arbitrary detention

12

114

Aggressionsand
and
Aggressions
attacks
attacks

1

36

Internet restrictions

25

Abusive use of State
power

28

Guantánamo
Santiago de Cuba

229

26

Stigmatizing
discourse

1
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There were 142 arbitrary
detentions in Cuba in 2020
which makes up more than
50% of the region's total.
51 | COUNTRY RESULTS | CUBA | SHADOW REPORT

Cuba

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020

Percentage of men, women and media outlets
8.43%
Men

28.49%

Women
Media Outlets

63.08%

Victims

Aggressors
Editors, directors,
executives

Freelance
reporters

8.43%

News
agencies

0.29%

Alerts per month

Unidentified

95.35%

19.48%

66.57%

2.91%

State

4.94%

Producer of
journalistic
content

Photographers
and
camera crew

1.74%

0.29%

Non-State

Reporters

70
60
50
40
30
20
10

Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr
May
Jun
Jul
Aug
Sep
52 | COUNTRY RESULTS | CUBA | SHADOW REPORT

Oct

Nov

Dec

Credits: www.fundamedios.org

Ecuador
CONTEXT

A legacy of incomplete solutions and insufficient
efforts
The situation of freedom of expression, press freedom, access to information, and safety and security of journalists in Ecuador in 2020 was defined by
unmet expectations. President Lenín Moreno leaves a legacy of setbacks, insufficient efforts and
half promises to promote fundamental freedoms.
The 129 alerts registered by VdS partner Fundamedios in 2020 represent an overall decrease of -34%,
but the reduction is circumstantial. It is associated
with a -52% reduction in aggressions and attacks
and -31% in internet restrictions, to be expected
after the social and political crisis of 2019. In the
context of the pandemic, alerts related to restrictions in access to information rose by a staggering
567%, while abusive use of state power and criminal and civil legal processes against journalists rose

by 75% and 133% respectively. This data suggests
that structural challenges remain. Local authorities
continue to abuse the judicial system to criminalize
journalism. Journalist Juan Sarmiento was sentenced to prison by a local judge after the governor
of the Napo province filed a defamation suit in response to investigations about his handling of the
pandemic. The government has failed to commit to
modifying the criminal code, eliminating the criminalization of libel and defamation, which by international standards should be addressed through civil
law. Additionally, the Organic Communications Law
of 2019 is not yet operational, leaving an outdated
institutional framework in place, which continues to
negatively affect journalists.
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● Trends
The persistence of the old ways
Despite an important shift in discourse from the
previous administration, building an enabling environment for fundamental freedoms requires more
proactive measures. Threatening trends, such as
corruption, state abuses against journalists and
strongman politics, have resurfaced. The tactics that characterized former President Rafael
Correa’s administration were evident in the opaque processes carried out to award radio and television frequencies, which were riddled with influence
peddling. This is evident in Ecuador’s struggles with
media concentration; three conglomerates control
over 146 frequencies. No concrete actions to mitigate this issue were taken in 2020. Once again, the
main aggressor in Ecuador was the state, signaled
as the perpetrator in 50% of total alerts. Authorities
and public officials at the provincial level were identified as being responsible in most alerts related to
abusive use of state power, as well as criminal and
civil legal processes against media
outlets and journalists.

In focus
Reporting in times of the COVID-19 pandemic

major corruption schemes in the public health system, including mishandling of public resources in
the purchase of COVID-19 tests.
Recommendations
The killings of journalist and TV presenter Fausto
Valdiviezo in 2013 and Paúl Rivas, Javier Ortega
and Efraín Segarra—reporters and media personnel for newspaper El Comercio—in 2018 cannot be
left in impunity. The state must put in place an inclusive and participatory rapid response protection
mechanism for journalists and other human rights
defenders. This mechanism may resemble the former Inter-Institutional Committee for the Protection
and Safety of Journalists, which was effective prior
to becoming a state-only initiative. Employment
benefits such as health insurance must be normalized for journalists as they are for other employees.
Furthermore, the Organic Criminal Law Code must
be reformed to impede the criminalization of journalistic work on libel or defamation charges. Official data should be open, transparent, accountable,
inclusive and participatory to facilitate the work of
journalists to inform the public. Finally, the award of
public radio and TV frequencies must be audited
and reviewed, and the existing Organic Telecommunications Law must be repealed.

The COVID-19 pandemic took the lives of 24 journalists in Ecuador and made journalists’ livelihoods
more precarious. Fundamedios documented more
than 700 layoffs, including 500 from public media
outlets. This is related to the permanent shutdown
of the print editions of at least seven newspapers.
The government made journalistic work even more
complicated by restricting access to information;
government communications around the pandemic became one-sided, leaving reporters no space
to ask questions or seek official responses in their
reporting. Restrictions on access to information are
particularly problematic in emergency situations
when accurate and timely information saves lives.
Official data on the impact of the pandemic is limited
and unreliable; journalists and CSOs have had to
constantly fact check and fill in gaps left by government statistics. Nevertheless, journalists uncovered
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Abusive use of state power
and criminal and civil legal
processes against journalists
rose by 75% and 133%
respectively
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Guatemala
CONTEXT

COVID-19 as a pretext for the violation of
fundamental freedoms
In 2020, 112 total alerts were registered by VdS partner DEMOS in Guatemala; two (2%) for the killings
of journalists Bryan Guerra and Mario Ortega, 99
(88%) aggressions and attacks, six (5%)for abusive
use of state power, three (3%) restrictions in access
to information, one (1%) occurrence of stigmatizing
discourse and one (1%) act of torture. The COVID19 pandemic sparked a human rights crisis in the
country as well, especially for journalists and media
workers. The need to mitigate the outbreak provided an excuse for authorities to impede reporters’
access to official events, meetings and other activities. Government authorities consistently withheld
information from journalists and the public under the
guise of the national interest; they replaced press
conferences with emergency radio and television

broadcasts that did not allow room for questions
from journalists or other stakeholders. The legislative branch and local authorities held sessions
behind closed doors, citing social distancing measures for COVID-19 prevention to restrict access
for journalists and the public. Beyond the context
of the pandemic, the levels of violence against journalists and media reveal deep structural challenges
for fundamental freedoms in Guatemala.
Trends
The normalization of violence against
journalists
Monitoring efforts carried out by DEMOS reveal that
online attacks, physical violence and the use of the
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legal system to silence reporting have become normalized. Online smear campaigns and cyberbullying is carried out by trolls that publicly harass and
intimidate journalists. They seek to turn public opinion against freedom of expression, press freedom,
access to information and protecting the safety
and security of journalists. Furthermore, the military and police act as repressive forces that threaten and harass journalists carrying out their work.
Aggressions and attacks against reporters in public
spaces, such as during protests, are commonly
perpetrated by both state and non-state actors.
The justice system, particularly criminal law, is weaponized to arbitrarily prosecute and detain journalists. This happens mostly against journalists who
investigate acts of corruption that involve elected
authorities or public officials. Impunity for violence
against journalists, such as the murders of Bryan
Guerra and Mario Ortega, is rampant. The normalization and recurrence of these violations stems from
the abundance of stigmatization against the work
and a complete absence of justice.

In focus
The Killings of Bryan Guerra and Mario Ortega

● Recommendations
Impunity, violence and stigmatization are part of
the unfavorable structural landscape that Guatemalan journalists face. The murders of Bryan Guerra, Mario Ortega and others before them must be
brought to justice. This requires those in positions
of power - judges, police and prosecutors – to act.
Ending the cycle of violence also requires putting
a stop to stigmatization. Informative and investigative journalism must be simultaneously promoted by all actors. Journalists must help audiences
understand that many of their most immediate interests hinge on fundamental freedoms to catalyze
an increase in readership and loyalty. For quality
independent journalism to thrive, the public at large
must be informed and committed to defending fundamental freedoms. Far from establishing effective
mechanisms to protect journalists and ensuring the
resources for them to operate, Guatemalan authorities have not even demonstrated a real commitment
to ending impunity for crimes against journalists.
Necessary steps include timely support from The
National Institute of Forensics for investigations,
police compliance with established due diligence
and faster response times from the courts.

Two journalists were killed in 2020 under uncertain
circumstances. Prior to their deaths, both had received serious death threats as a result of their journalistic work. Bryan Guerra, a reporter for a cable
news channel, was shot by unidentified individuals
firing from a moving vehicle in the city of Chiquimula;
he died five days later in a hospital. Two unidentified
individuals shot Mario Ortega - founder and reporter
of a TV station and digital news outlet - outside his
home in the city of San José; he died four days later
from the wounds. In Guerra’s case, DEMOS reported that he received and reported death threats,
but the police and attorney general’s office failed to
protect him. These murders demonstrate the insecurity and vulnerability that journalists face in Guatemala from a variety of actors both within the circles
of power and criminal organizations. If these and
other crimes against journalists remain in impunity,
violence will continue unabated.
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Two journalists, Bryan Guerra
and Mario Ortega, were
killed in Guatemala in 2020.
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Portraits of three out of the four journalist killed in 2020 | www.clibrehonduras.com

Honduras
CONTEXT

A cycle of violence and impunity
Fundamental freedoms in Honduras were challenged by violence, impunity, and the state of emergency due to COVID-19 in 2020. An executive
decree restricted constitutional guarantees for all
citizens; even with the pressure of CSOs and the
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights it wasn’t
repealed, in fact other repressive measures against
press workers followed. With four press workers
killed in 2020 (13 in the past two years), Honduras
is one of the most dangerous countries for journalism in the region. It has a 90% impunity rate in
crimes against journalists in the last 20 years. The
absence of justice feeds a cycle of violence and
impunity. A total of 117 alerts were registered in
2020, an 11% decrease from 2019. Aggressions
and attacks decreased by 42%, but criminal and
civil legal processes against journalists increased by
100%, while restrictions on access to information

rose by 122%, stigmatizing discourse by 175% and
arbitrary detentions by an outsized 500%. Internet
restrictions rose by 133%, most commonly online
attacks and particularly against women in journalism. The state (mostly security forces) remains the
most frequent aggressor against fundamental freedoms in Honduras, being named as the perpetrator
in 65% of alerts in 2020.
● Trends
COVID-19, corruption and the criminalization
of journalism
Close to 150 journalists and media workers were
infected with COVID-19 in Honduras, and 14 died.
The public health crisis also resulted in layoffs, reduced wages and suspended labor contracts. The
government attempted to silence journalists and
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CSOs that showcased government corruption in
handling the crisis, such as the abuse of funds that
were destined for various humanitarian crises such
as the COVID pandemic and the ETA and IOTA
hurricanes. State and non-state actors pressured
the media, demanding the firing of individual journalists who led these investigations. The authorities stonewalled journalists and other human rights
defenders, preventing them from effectively carrying
out their work. Access to information was restricted
during coverage about supposed “mobile hospitals”
and at least six journalists were arbitrarily detained
at police checkpoints. The criminalization of ambiguously defined “offenses against honor” in the new
criminal code, ratified in June 2020, is worrisome
as it enables the weaponization of legal processes against journalists. The new law contemplates
up to 20 crimes that could be used as excuses to
violate fundamental freedoms. Establishing prison
terms for these offenses is contrary to international
standards and criminalizes journalistic expression.

In focus
German Vallecillo, Jorge Posas, Luis Almendares and Pedro Canelas
Honduran CSOs have registered more than 80 murdered journalists and media workers since 2001.
According to information presented by the Public
Ministry, the state has investigated 20 of these
cases, with six investigations leading to criminal
and civil legal processes against the direct perpetrators. However, no intellectual perpetrators have
been prosecuted. Impunity rates stand at 95% overall. In 2020, four press workers were killed. Journalist German Vallecillo and camera operator Jorge
Posas were shot and killed in the morning hours
while driving in La Ceiba, Atlantida. Both worked for
a local TV channel. In another incident, two masked
assailants on motorcycles attacked journalist Luis
Almendares in Comayagua, while he walked to a
supermarket. He worked for Radio Globo, Patrulleros Choluteca and UneTV, where he denounced
government corruption and police brutality. The
case is noteworthy, as he was repeatedly threatened in 2018 and 2019, which was registered in the

two previous Shadow Reports. Furthermore, Pedro
Canelas, journalist and director of Radio Bambi
97.9FM, was killed in the Olancho region. He was
shot by an unknown assailant driving a motorcycle
after a broadcast on alleged links between public
security forces and organized crime in his region.
● Recommendations
Elections will be held in Honduras in 2021. Violence
against journalists may increase due to their watchdog role during electoral processes. All institutions, including political parties and sympathizers,
must respect journalistic work. It is urgent for all
stakeholders to recognize that the state is failing
to safeguard the lives and wellbeing of press workers. The Public Ministry must show progress in the
investigations of the killing of journalists. Only justice
can put an end to the cycle of violence and impunity, deterring future crimes. Public, private and civil
society actors committed to fundamental freedoms
must work together to encourage and enable journalists to continue their watchdog role, particularly
on the use of public resources. The National Protection Mechanism and the Special Prosecutor for
the Protection of Human Rights Defenders must
renew efforts to protect journalists. Legislators must
repeal articles in the new criminal code that violate
fundamental freedoms and criminalize journalists.
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Four journalists, German
Vallecillo, Jorge Posas, Luis
Almendares and Pedro Canelas,
were killed in Honduras in
2020.
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Mexico
CONTEXT

Stigmatization and impunity with lethal
consequences
The situation regarding freedom of expression,
press freedom, access to information and the
safety and security of journalists in Mexico in 2020
was characterized by escalating stigmatization and
impunity. VdS partner Article 19 registered 692
alerts, of which 54% were aggressions and attacks
against journalists. These sow fear and often lead
to self-censorship. However, they also lead to more
serious crimes like murder. In 2020, six journalists
were killed in Mexico. In the first two years of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador’s administration, 17 journalists have been murdered and 99% of
these crimes remain in impunity. Stigmatization and
impunity are root causes of the hostile situation of
fundamental freedoms in the country, which registered 14 (2%) alerts for abusive use of state power, 40

(6%) arbitrary detentions and 13 (2%) kidnappings.
State actors are the perpetrators in 50% of total
alerts in 2020, whereas non-state actors account
for 24%; groups outside the law, mostly organized
crime syndicates such as drug cartels, for 6%; and
unidentified aggressors for another 20%. Those in
this last category are mostly related to 148 cases
of internet restrictions. Without fear of prosecution, attackers are emboldened to target journalists. Abuse of the legal system to create a hostile
environment for journalism is also a major issue.
The COVID-19 pandemic has been exploited by
authorities to stigmatize journalists who are critical
of the government’s response, as well as criminalize journalism through a malicious crusade against
arbitrarily defined ‘false information’.

65 | country results | mexico | SHADOW REPORT

● Trends
The state as a primary aggressor and enabler
of violence
The main perpetrator of violations against fundamental freedoms in Mexico is the state. The armed
forces and the police are the most recurrent aggressors. Authorities consistently fail to identify aggressors, especially in online attacks orchestrated by
anonymous actors. The militarization of Mexican
society, furthered by diverse public administrations since 2007, has counterproductively enabled
the very violence it promised to solve. Most of all,
the state’s near total failure to bring crimes against
journalists to justice is a threat to all fundamental freedoms in Mexico. There is no accountability
or political will to prosecute these crimes, which
leads to a culture of omission and apathy. Congress
approved a presidential proposal to eliminate 109
public trust funds, including the fund that financed
the national mechanism for the protection of journalists and others who suffer from violence. This is
a severe blow to efforts to offer protection or reparation to victims of violence, especially journalists
who risk their lives daily to report on key issues in
the country.

In focus
Abandoned mechanisms for the protection of
journalists

and other services to at-risk journalists. Although
it has fallen short of its mandate, it constituted a
major breakthrough in public financing of the safety
and security mechanisms for journalists. However,
the mechanism relies on a public trust fund that was
eliminated in October. This is a devastating setback
for journalists in one of the most dangerous countries in the world for working as a journalist.
● Recommendations
As mentioned above, Mexico has been a pioneer in
the region in the creation of special public mechanisms to fund and implement the protection of freedom of expression and press freedom. However,
the state must show continued commitment to
strengthening these mechanisms, instead of rolling
them back, as it has done. Rather than divest, the
state should work to make the mechanisms more
effective, responsive, autonomous and accountable. Mexican leaders from the public and private
sectors, civil society and the general public, must
recognize that authorities, including police and
armed forces, are in fact the most recurrent perpetrators of violations of fundamental freedoms and
bring attention to this reality. A broad-based coalition must come together to neutralize stigmatization and impunity, which are root causes of violence
against journalists in Mexico.

Two prominent mechanisms in Mexico have been
left in a state of abandonment by the government
and have thus fallen short to protect journalists,
as previously promised. The Special Prosecutor for
Attention to Crimes Against Freedom of Expression
(FEADLE) is a specialized body within the National
Attorney General’s Office. Its mandate is to investigate and prosecute crimes against journalists. It has
investigated the killing of 96 journalists since 2010
but has only secured three convictions, leaving the
impunity rate at almost 97%. Additionally, Mexico’s
Protection Mechanism for Human Rights Defenders and Journalists was the first of its kind in Latin
America created by law (the Colombian mechanism
was by presidential decree). It provides bodyguards,
armored cars, panic buttons, relocation assistance
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In last two years, 17
journalists have been
murdered in Mexico and 99%
of these crimes remain in
impunity.
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Nicaragua
CONTEXT

A permanent state of exception suspends
fundamental freedoms
The Ortega Murillo regime, in power since 2007,
further suspended fundamental freedoms to keep
a hold on power in Nicaragua in 2020, setting the
stage for the 2021 election. It deployed legislative
measures that justify its abuses, such as the Special Cybercrime Law that criminalizes disinformation
and whistleblowing, both of which are defined at
the discretion of the state. Journalists returned from
exile without guarantees for their safety and security, such as in the case of Yelsin Espinoza. After 13
months of exile in Costa Rica, Mr. Espinoza from
digital outlet Nicaragua Actual, gave up his refugee
request and returned. Within one week, while covering a protest in Managua, he and other journalists
were assaulted by riot police. A police officer told
him that they know where he lives and threatened

to kill his family. Furthermore, the Ministry of Health
suspended the right to information, creating disinformation about the scale and deadliness of the
COVID-19 pandemic. An estimated 40 journalists
became infected and at least three died from the
disease. Despite a misleading steep decline in total
alerts between 2019 and 2020, the figures and qualitative research point to ongoing deterioration. The
reduction in the total number of alerts is related to
a 97% decrease in abusive use of state power (the
2019 alerts were largely related to withholding printing materials from major newspapers). However,
according to VdS Partner FVBCH, other indicators
increased; restrictions in access to information rose
by 72%, arbitrary detentions by 33%, internet restrictions by 100%, criminal and civil legal processes
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by 33% and stigmatizing discourse by 36%. The
state accounts for 72% of all alerts.
● Trends
The criminalization of journalists
The Ortega Murillo regime weaponized judicial and
prosecutorial processes to criminalize journalism,
using laws to justify such violations. The cases of
Kalua Salazar, editor-in-chief of radio and television
outlet La Costeñísima, and David Quintana, of digital outlet Boletín Ecológico, are emblematic. Employees of the mayor’s office in El Rama filed a slander
suit against Salazar after she aired anonymous testimony accusing them of embezzlement. She was
found guilty and fined 120 days’ wages. She has
also been a target of police and paramilitary harassment, such as when government authorities routinely park their cars outside her house and follow her
all day or turn their sirens on to disturb her sleep.
The goal of this intimidation is to silence her work at
one of the few independent media outlets in Nicaragua’s Caribbean regions. Like Salazar, Quintana
has also faced obstacles in his journalism. A couple
from Managua with apparent political motivations
filed a slander suit against him after he covered a
home ownership dispute they were involved in. He
was found guilty and fined 200 days’ wages. The
criminalization of journalism is now upheld by draconian laws such as the Special Cybercrimes Law.
It criminalizes disinformation and whistleblowing,
intimidating journalistic sources. The law also targets citizens, criminalizing the expression of their
opinions online.

officially assigned the properties of both outlets
to the Ministry of Health. All forms of confiscation
are constitutionally forbidden in Nicaragua. Canal
12, one of the few remaining independent television stations, has been targeted with judicial and
administrative procedures as well. An embargo
was imposed on the channel for alleged failure to
pay overdue taxes. It has become clear that rule of
law is completely broken down in Nicaragua and
the Ortega Murillo regime is intent on holding onto
power at all costs.
● Recommendations
All local and international stakeholders must understand that the Ortega Murillo regime is absolutely
committed to an authoritarian and dynastic political project, with no space for fundamental freedoms. Social tension and political violence are likely
to escalate around the 2021 general election, leading to more attacks against journalists. Media and
journalists must work with CSOs and other actors
to strengthen physical, digital, legal and psychological security, as they cover the uncertain 2021
electoral process. International efforts should focus
on keeping justice for crimes against fundamental freedoms as a top priority and not a bargaining
chip as the country’s crisis continues to unfold, starting with the murder of journalist Ángel Gahona in
2018. Finally, the Nicaraguan public, international
community and private sector must provide resources to support quality independent journalism in
the country.

In focus
Independent media outlets confiscated and
embargoed
The confiscation of 100% Noticias and Confidencial’s newsrooms, which began in December 2018,
was consummated in December 2020. Confidencial’s director organized a press conference outside
of the occupied building, which was violently broken
up by the police on the second anniversary of the
illegal seizure. One week later, the government
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Setting the stage for the 2021
election, Nicaragua deployed
legislative measures, such
as the Special Cybercrime
Law, that criminalizes
whistleblowing and alleged
disinformation.
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Peru
CONTEXT

Corruption scandals and political instability
The outlook for fundamental freedoms in Peru is
stronger than its regional counterparts. However,
political instability and corruption have taken a toll. A
ferocious dispute for political power began in 2019
and continued into 2020. Congressional elections
led to a fragmented legislature that ousted President Martín Vizcarra amid allegations of corruption.
After only six days in office, Peru’s interim President Manuel Merino - the fourth president in five
years - resigned in the face of opposition from Vizcarra’s supporters. The protests, described as the
largest in two decades, were organized by groups
of young Peruvians through social media, particularly TikTok. In the context of this social upheaval,
alerts in Peru increased by 280% in 2020, its worst
year on record reported by VdS partner IPYS Peru.
It is one of two VdS countries with a rise in total
alerts for this year. The largest surge was a 1600%

increase in the number of aggressions and attacks,
most of which happened during protests. Abusive
use of state power increased by 300% and internet
restrictions by 200%. The state, most notably the
police, accounts for 51% of alerts.
● Trends
Abuse of criminal and civil legal processes and
pandemic fragility
Criminal and civil legal processes against the media
and journalists remain a severe obstacle in Peru.
Journalists are taken to court for purportedly different reasons, but the objective is always to exhaust
them physically, emotionally and financially. The
case of Paola Ugaz is emblematic; she was taken
to court once again in 2020 for her reporting. Legal
attacks against her aim to stop the publication of
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her book, in which she reveals allegedly corrupt
practices in property management and land trafficking by the organization Sodalicio Vida Cristiana.
As was the case throughout the region, the COVID19 pandemic also became a major threat against
the lives and livelihoods of Peruvian journalists. The
National Association of Journalists estimates that
108 journalists have died from COVID-19 in Peru.
Journalists from the more remote provinces were
disproportionately impacted, as they work under
high levels of fragility and informality, with little to
no access to formal employment or social security.
They often lack personal protective equipment, rely
on massive public transportation and are generally
more exposed to the virus in their day-to-day activities. The pandemic has worsened journalists’ economic situation. Traditional outlets have been hard
hit, as the advertising industry has taken a nosedive.
The pandemic also affected access to information,
as public sector authorities have all but suspended
execution of the access to information law.

In focus
Police abuse amid protests

risk during a protest, the police went to great lengths to stop journalists from covering their abuses.
● Recommendations
Historically recognized as a success story in terms
of fundamental freedoms, Peru now faces a potential turning point due to its political crises. It can
either continue along its successful path or risk a
sustained deterioration of democracy and respect
for human rights. Legal harassment against journalists and police abuses in the context of protests
must be addressed. Impunity for these crimes
would set a very dangerous precedent. Freedom
of expression, press freedom, access to information and the safety and security of journalists must
be upheld at all times and circumstances. Peruvian
civil society must push to modernize the Radio and
Television Law of 2004 and the Access to Information Law of 2002 in order to protect journalists and
media. Both laws were created before the internet
became mainstream and as such, are not suited to
address current issues such as digital rights, internet freedoms and the corresponding need to protect them.

Violence after the fall from power of President Vizcarra defined the fundamental freedom landscape
in Peru in 2020. His removal from office sparked a
wave of protests in Lima. Citizens spontaneously
gathered around San Martin Plaza to reject the
congressional action. This crisis was intertwined
with more general social and economic instability,
all aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Police
forces displayed a level of abuse of power and violence that was not seen in Peru since former President Fujimori’s era. They committed numerous
atrocities against protestors, including killing two
and injuring more than 200. They also attacked the
press. Police officers used 12-gauge shotguns to
fire lead pellets and glass marbles directly at people. Alonso Chero, a photojournalist, was covering
the protests when a group of police officers with
shotguns shot him with a glass marble. Journalists
also saw their equipment confiscated and faced
risk of injury in the wake of this violence. While it is
expected that protesters and journalists may be at
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Alerts in Peru increased by
280% in 2020, its worst year on
record.
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Uruguay
CONTEXT

A robust institutional framework under pressure
Uruguay is a strong defender of fundamental
freedoms given the country’s robust institutional
framework, which meets rigorous standards of credibility and independence. As such, Uruguay still
finds itself in a positive position given its low prevalence of state-sponsored attacks against journalists and the press. Unlike most other countries
in the region, the main aggressors against fundamental freedoms are non-state actors (58%). This
suggests that authorities may be more concerned
with protecting fundamental freedoms than restricting them. While there was an 8% decrease in the
total number of alerts in 2020, a 200% increase in
legal framework contrary to standards and 100%
in stigmatizing discourse are worrying signs. The
approval of the Law of Urgent Consideration (LUC),
an omnibus bill that made several changes, coupled with the intention to repeal the Audiovisual

Communication Services Law, threaten to weaken
Uruguay’s strong track record of defending universal human rights and democratic standards.
● Trends
Regressive legislation
Uruguay’s strong institutional framework has been
slowly deteriorating during the past three years. This
gradual backsliding is mainly due to the approval
of legislation that is contrary to international standards. Congress approved the LUC based on the
premise of dealing more effectively with the pandemic. However, several of its articles violate the
state’s obligation to guarantee the right to peaceful protest, contradicting universal standards. The
LUC includes problematic articles related to reserved, secret and restricted information about national

77 | country results | uruguay | SHADOW REPORT

intelligence. It empowers the state to request detailed information about users from telecommunications companies without a warrant. The Uruguayan
government also sent a proposed law to congress
aiming to repeal the Audiovisual Communication
Services Law, which was approved in 2014 after
a long technical and social debate. The proposed
legislation would eliminate the article that establishes the right to being protected from discrimination, as well as the right that journalists have to
object against use of their name, voice or image
in content modified without their consent. The
repeal would favor media concentration, weakening anti-monopoly regulations. It would also hinder
national audiovisual production, eliminating public
funds to support it.

In focus
Restrictions on access to information during
the COVID-19 pandemic
The pandemic affected access to information in an
electoral year, as Uruguay chose representatives
for local government. News coverage of the process was affected by the restrictive measures to
mitigate COVID-19, which prevented political parties from campaigning in public spaces. Journalistic
coverage of the electoral campaigns and promises,
which provide crucial information to hold political
parties accountable by comparing and contrasting
information, was significantly hampered. The state
restricted access to information related to its response to the public health crisis. In the last weeks
of 2020, Vds partner CAinfo conducted a study in
several provinces and found a severe lack of official data in each. The lack of clear, accurate and
timely information regarding the pandemic generated uncertainty among citizens and promoted the
spread of unconfirmed content that in many cases
was inaccurate or misleading. CSOs have demanded that the government work towards greater
transparency and accountability. Information restrictions protect special interests at the expense of
the right to be informed. Meanwhile, other obstructive practices which were registered included delays
or partial answers to requests for information, limits

on questions during press conferences, preferential
treatment for outlets sympathetic to the government
and firing journalists from public media for political
reasons.
● Recommendations
Uruguayan society cannot take its historic strength
in protecting freedom of expression, press freedom,
access to information and the safety and security
of journalists for granted. If the COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences have acted as a stress
test for Uruguay’s institutional framework, the lessons learned reveal backwards steps in the country.
Journalists, civil society and economic and political power holders committed to these fundamental freedoms must work together to strengthen the
existing institutional framework. Namely, the regression in terms of standards, continued attempts to
use civil suits against journalists and tendency of
authorities to limit access to information must all be
checked and halted early on to prevent any significant deterioration.
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The approval of the Law of
Urgent Consideration (LUC)
coupled with the intention to
repeal the Audiovisual
Communication Services Law,
threaten to weaken
Uruguay’s strong record.
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Venezuela
CONTEXT

All-out state repression and lethal attacks
against journalists
In 2020 VdS partner IPYS-Venezuela reported a
total of 510 alerts. Despite a -21% decrease in
total alerts, the attack of fundamental freedoms in
Venezuela continued in 2020. Journalists remain
the target of repression, as accurate and rigorous
reporting is an existential threat for President Nicolas Maduro’s authoritarian regime. Stunting freedom
of expression, press freedom, access to information
and the safety and security of journalists is a strategic priority for a government that needs to impose
its version of events as the single valid narrative. This
is exemplified by the arbitrary and draconian imposition of a “hate crimes” law that so far has been
used to criminalize deviation from official reporting.
The country’s tragic situation took a lethal turn in
2020 with the murder of two journalists. The lifeless

body of José Carmelo Bislick, a teacher and presenter for local Radio Omega 94.1 FM, was found
on the side of the road in Güiria, Sucre. His reporting drew attention to corruption involving extortion
and trafficking of fuel, drugs and people. Reporter
Andrés Eloy Nieves Zacarías was shot by Special
Action Forces (FAES) in his studio at La Guacamaya
TV, a community outlet with links to the ruling party
in the state of Zulia. The FAES said that Nieves
Zacarías was a member of a criminal gang – a claim
denied by family members. Beyond the killing, VdS
partner IPYS Venezuela reported that criminal and
civil legal processes against journalists experienced
a dramatic increase (220%), as did arbitrary detentions (56%) and stigmatizing discourse (55%).
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● Trends
Hate crimes law legitimizes violations of fundamental freedoms
The implementation of the hate crimes law translated what were arbitrary detentions in 2019 to criminal and civil legal processes against media and
journalists in 2020. Media outlets and reporters
are routinely accused by the state of inciting hate
through their reporting. Authorities have used this
law as an excuse to detain journalists and further
limit access to information during the pandemic.
This instills fear among journalists, who, along with
ordinary citizens, are now tried and condemned for
exercising fundamental freedoms. Such was the
case of journalist Darvison Rojas, who was detained and remained in prison for 12 days for “public
instigation of hate” after publishing information that
contradicted official statistics regarding COVID-19
in the state of Miranda. Political scientist and director of outlet Punto de Corte, Nicmer Evans, was
detained for two months by state intelligence officials and charged with promotion of hate in social
networks; he was eventually released.

In focus
Innovation and resilience in the face of information
deserts

Venezuela's severe social, political and economic
crisis has led to shutdowns of traditional media
outlets and a rise in both self- and state-imposed
censorship in journalism. The ensuing vacuum of
information further jeopardizes fundamental freedoms, as neglected or underserved areas become
information deserts without media coverage and
little to no local information. IPYS Venezuela has
developed the “Atlas of Silence,” a study of local
media ecosystems. They have mapped 317 of
335 municipalities, registering the types of outlets that exist and their size and structure. The initiative shows more than 5 million people living in
information deserts. Towns along the borders and
Indigenous communities, where people live in vulnerable conditions, are most impacted. Journalists
and media have been experimenting with creative

solutions. Outlets such as Armando.info, Efecto
Cocuyo and El Pitazo suffering state-sponsored
blockades from internet service providers are collaborating with regional outlets to distribute content
and bypass this repression. Meanwhile, Bus TV has
attempted to solve this problem in the most vulnerable and isolated regions by reading the news aloud
on public buses, putting up billboards with information, distributing flyers and posters and broadcasting news through loudspeakers in public spaces.
● Recommendations
President Maduro’s authoritarian regime cannot be
expected to willingly fulfill the state’s mandate to
guarantee fundamental freedoms. Actors from all
across Venezuelan society must work together to
pressure the regime into relaxing its asphyxiation of
civic space and establish the groundwork for legitimate authorities to eventually reverse the situation
during a democratic transition. The constitutional rights of journalist and political activist Ronald
Carreno -first forcibly disappeared and then arbitrarily detained on October 26th- must be guaranteed.
IPYS-Venezuela has warned about violations of due
process and has condemned the arbitrary judicial
procedure against the journalist who has been
unlawfully detained for more than seven months.
Meanwhile, the opportunity is ripe to foster continued innovation to attend to information deserts. In
the face of the severe restrictions imposed on traditional and digital media, creative and resourceful initiatives like BusTV offer a glimpse of what reporting
in a time of severe crisis might be. Crimes against
journalists, especially the murders of José Carmelo
Bislick and Andrés Eloy Nieves Zacarías, must be
documented and systematized for future justice. A
broad coalition must work to protect journalists in
the meantime, pressuring to repeal the hate crimes
law and end the criminalization of journalism.
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Venezuela

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020
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Two journalists, José Carmelo
Bislick and Andrés Eloy Nieves
Zacarías, were killed in
Venezuela in 2020.
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Venezuela

VDS INDICATORS – January - December 2020
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Conclusions and
recomendations

Credits: Prometeo Lucero | www.article19.org

Throughout Latin America, freedom of expression,
press freedom, access to information and the safety
and security of journalists were strained in 2020 by
authoritarianism, disinformation and fragility in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Describing and
analyzing the state of these freedoms in the region
is as complex as the differences between conditions
in Argentina, Peru and Uruguay, compared to Cuba,
Nicaragua and Venezuela. Even at the country level,
there are puzzling contradictions and considerable
gaps, for example between rural and urban areas or
a given country’s theoretical institutional framework
and its actual circumstances. Still, the VdS multi-layered monitoring approach has shown since 2018
that the state of fundamental freedoms in the region
is best understood as a spectrum that transcends
both geography and time.

2019, crises and protests were associated with the
proliferation of violations of fundamental freedoms
in many countries. This trend carried into 2020 in
places like Bolivia, Colombia and Peru, where violations occurred as journalists covered citizen protests or political conflict. However, in most of the
region, the COVID-19 pandemic limited this kind
of collective action due to practical bans on social
mobilization. This reality is reflected in VdS monitoring and reporting, which helps contextualize how
a decrease in total alerts in 2020 can coincide with
an increase in severity of violations. Through VdS
reporting, it is clear that the quantitative reduction
in alerts is contextual and not structural. In fact, the
pandemic exposed the limitations of an exclusively
quantitative approach to the measurement of progress towards SDG 16.10.1.

Abusive use of state power, restrictions in access
to information, aggressions and attacks, internet
restrictions and stigmatizing discourse are the most
common denominators across the entire spectrum.
Among the eight countries for which VdS data is
available for three full years (2018 through 2020),
only Argentina (2019) and Uruguay (2018 and 2019)
have had years with zero alerts related to abusive
use of state power9. Considering the 13 current
VdS countries, Peru (2018) and Mexico (2020) are
the only countries to have registered at least one
year with zero alerts for restrictions in access to
information; Uruguay (2018 and 2020) and Guatemala (2020) for internet restrictions; and Argentina
(2018) and Peru (2018 and 2019) for stigmatizing
discourse. All countries have registered alerts related to aggressions and attacks every year for which
data is available. These common denominators
enable other kinds of violations—on a case-by-case
basis in each country—such as arbitrary detentions, enforced disappearances, criminal and civil
legal processes, legal frameworks contrary to international standards, kidnappings, killings and torture.

This is the spectrum of fundamental freedoms in
Latin America, unfortunately defined much more by
its threats and violations than by its safeguards and
progress towards SDG 16. A given country’s situation may change, for better or worse at any time,
defined among other things by the frequency and
severity of different kinds of violations. As a country’s position within the spectrum shifts—often in
response to a specific economic, political and social
context—the data-backed spectrum established by
VdS serves as valuable point of reference for countries to compare their past and present situations,
as well as comparatively across the region. This
multi-layered perspective, which is born of synergy
between the independent approaches of VdS CSOs
and their shared regional methodology, can offer
hope to countries with unfavorable situations and
also serve as a reminder for those with a respectful
environment that it cannot be taken for granted.

The three years of VdS Shadow Reports show
many common trends, as well as identify key differences over time and across countries. In 2018 and
9 It is important to note that having zero reported alerts does not necessarily equate
with the inexistence of such violantations. Underreporting might happen due to the
different monitoring capacities of VdS partner organizations and/or fear of reporting
on the part of victims.

The VdS approach offers insights beyond fluctuations in alerts, showcasing links between violations and how changes in patterns of violations
can degrade or improve the overall situation of fundamental freedoms in any given country over time.
For example, stigmatizing discourse threatens fundamental freedoms in nearly all countries of Latin
America year in and year out. It justifies other forms
of violence, such as aggressions and attacks online
and offline, eroding public trust in journalism, with
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varying degrees of severity and success. This kind
of analysis is made possible by the collaborative,
nuanced and scalable monitoring of VdS partners.
Now into its third year, VdS has shown that monitoring and data analysis can bring CSOs together
to amplify their voices on the global stage and build
a methodologically robust evidence base that can
hold governments accountable. VdS is getting
stronger and scaling up each year, growing its
network to allow for the fullest possible comprehension of the regional context. As its evidence base
grows, so too do the capacities of CSOs to analyze
trends over time and work together to demand fundamental freedoms and sustainable development
in Latin America.
Finally, beyond its traditional monitoring, this year
Vds developed a pilot index (Annex 1) that is intended to help the public better and more simply digest
the spectrum of these fundamental freedoms in
Latin America, as well as countries’ positions within
it more intricately. VdS hopes that its index will allow
variables to be weighted in a way that offers a clearer view of the big picture, while remaining sensible
enough to accurately reflect the qualitative situation of each country. It aims to promote interannual
analyses of changes and to help assess whether
countries are moving towards the SDG target or
away from it. The Index is still a work in progress,
and VdS calls on interested parties to review it and
provide valuable feedback to enhance it for years
to come.
● Recommendations on mitigating
authoritarianism
Quality independent journalism is called to hold
power to account. However, as reflected by actions
of stakeholders both within and outside the state,
powerholders are often eager to manipulate their
influence to undermine the fundamental freedoms of
journalists and media members in order to protect
their own interests. In 2020, the state was identified
as the perpetrator in a majority of alerts in all VdS
countries except Bolivia and Uruguay. Considering
this prevalence of state-sponsored repression—
including in countries with stronger overall situations such as Argentina and Peru—it is reasonable

to conclude that fundamental freedoms are consistently and existentially challenged by those tasked
with protecting them. This is even more true when
authoritarianism takes hold of the state apparatus.
The VdS evidence base strongly suggests that
countries cannot rely solely on the state to safeguard freedom of expression, press freedom,
access to information and the safety and security of
journalists. The overwhelming harm that states are
responsible for must come to a stop, and their timid
efforts to guarantee these freedoms must improve
drastically. But, most importantly, alternative people-centered institutions must emerge as major
actors in monitoring and reporting, ranging from
journalistic outlets to specialized research media,
alliances of CSOs similar to VdS, grassroots media
worker organizations and citizen observatories with
strong communication strategies, among many
others. These institutions might focus on three key
goals: 1) informing and empowering media users,
2) protecting journalists and 3) establishing effective oversight to hold the state accountable for its
actions and bring an end to impunity. Perhaps the
most important lesson is that the slightest democratic backslide or the smallest abuse of power can
quickly deteriorate into deadly and difficult to overcome situations.
● Recommendations on mitigating
disinformation
In his remarks at the Munich Security Conference
on February 15, 2020, WHO Director-General Dr.
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus acknowledged that
“we’re not just fighting an epidemic; we’re fighting
an infodemic. Disinformation spreads faster and
more easily than this virus, and is just as dangerous.”10 Disinformation can encourage people to
ignore public-health advice, foster discrimination and violence, flame political fanaticism, mask
corruption or even justify crimes. In Nicaragua, state
media labeled confiscated independent media outlets as terrorist media to justify their unconstitutional
seizures. Meanwhile, in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Mexico, Nicaragua and Peru, the state
has attempted to use disinformation as an excuse
10 https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/munich-security-conference
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to curb fundamental freedoms, with varying degrees
of success. It is clear that disinformation is both a
real threat and a leading justification used by officials to erode fundamental freedoms, especially
in times of great crisis such as 2020’s COVID-19
pandemic.
According to the statement from the civil society
track of the 3rd Global Infodemic Management
Conference11, the best way to mitigate disinformation is to build a community-led approach to halt the
spread. The document points out immediate priorities, such as counter checking official information
to hold government authorities accountable, and
recognizes the importance of empowering people
and communities, making journalism a more participative endeavor for audiences, advancing media
literacy and addressing structural barriers to access
to information. It is important for all stakeholders to
recognize that disinformation is not new. Although
much of the discussion on disinformation justifiably
centers on technology, it must be considered that
technology has changed the pace and scope of this
phenomenon but not its essence. Without insights
on how and why disinformation is a longstanding
issue, tools and training may remain useful but fall
short of their transformative potential. The power to
define words, social structures, institutions, ideas
and culture is at stake. Citizens, journalists, human
rights defenders and civil society in general must
be better prepared to face would be information
hegemons, whether these are authoritarian regimes,
big tech platforms or fundamentalists of any kind.
Healthy democracies require capable and empowered citizens, just as healthy information ecosystems
require capable and empowered users.

more challenging with the onset of the COVID-19
public health crisis, which has been called a “media
extinction event” by the UN Secretary General12 It
has led to devastating losses for independent media
organizations. The UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres has signaled support for the creation of
an International Fund for Public Interest Media.
Ensuring sufficient funding and support is crucial to
securing the long-term future of independent media
organizations, especially in low- and middle-income
countries. Independent, fact-based reporting and
analysis is an essential global public good that is critical to building a better future. Yet, beyond funding,
the viability of high-engagement and high-impact
media models will require the will and capability of
actors across all sectors to imagine, plan and implement innovative solutions, learn from setbacks and
scale up what works.

The viability of quality independent journalism in
Latin America is jeopardized by harsh economic
conditions and insufficient support from audiences,
advertisers, big tech platforms and other actors. The
lives and livelihoods of journalists are constantly at
risk. These problems have been made exponentially

In order to be viable, quality independent journalism
must address a series of challenges, like diversifying revenue sources, providing dignified livelihoods
for journalists and media workers and earning the
public’s trust and support, among others. In Argentina, an existing civil society proposal for a law that
would grant 0.3% of public work budgets for local
media outlets to scrutinize implementation is a promising idea from which to anchor such efforts. Working towards fair and transparent pricing in online
advertising should also be considered a priority in
terms of revenue. This, as well as building a pipeline
of public funds and private philanthropy to support
public interest journalism, while building a critical
mass of engaged users who make small contributions to their favored outlets, can change the tide for
independent journalism. Special mechanisms must
be developed to ensure that journalists and media
workers’ labor and social security rights are fulfilled.
These may include health and life insurance, unemployment benefits and a pension, among others.
Journalists and media outlets must never lose sight
of the importance of building up trust and support
among their audiences. The quality of the work and
its transformative impact are their best arguments,
but they must also invest heavily in engagement
with their audience.

11 https://www.who.int/teams/risk-communication/infodemic-management/3rd-virtual-global-who-infodemic-management-conference

12 https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/04/1090822

● Recommendations on mitigating fragility
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● VdS: Three years of insights at a glance
Freedom of expression, press freedom, access to
information and the safety and security of journalists
must be showcased as broader enablers of sustainable development. To build this new programmatic
vision, Latin American countries first require new
media business and journalistic models. Financial
viability through diversified revenue streams must
be a priority. Second, security must be approached
holistically, including at the personal and family level,
newsroom and organizational level, and finally the
structural level. Approaches should prioritize physical, digital, and legal security, as well as establishing
access to mental health services. Finally, considering the limited capacity that state institutions have
to monitor and protect journalists in their work, it
is necessary to focus on building institutional spaces, particularly in monitoring and data analysis, to
continue building an environment where journalists’
work is valued and protected.
After three years of VdS monitoring and reporting, other key insights include:
• Violations can proliferate in times of crisis, even in
countries where protection and defense of fundamental freedoms has been the norm.
• Stigmatizing discourse and impunity enable other
violations.
• Legal processes can be easily weaponized by
government and economic power holders against
journalists and media
• Civil resistance can reverse violations of fundamental freedoms, such as abusive use of state
power and laws and regulations contrary to
standards.
• The state’s failure is twofold: it fails to protect
and also commits violations against fundamental
freedoms.
• Institutional frameworks are constantly changing,
for better or worse, and must be addressed to
change structural conditions.
• Fundamental freedoms such as freedom of
expression, press freedom, access to information, and the safety and security of journalists are
means to an end, and ends in themselves13.
13 Fundamental freedoms are outcomes in themselves (SDG 16) but they are also
enablers of sustainable development. Without fundamental freedoms, achieving goals
such as ending poverty, ensuring education promote economic growth can be difficult
or impossible https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23672BN_
SDG16_LV.pdf

• Empowering the public is key to protecting both
access to information and the exercise of journalistic function14.
● Final recommendations
For CSOs
CSOs should be active in the planning, implementation and monitoring of the 2030 Agenda, and above
all in holding leaders accountable for the commitments they have made. To do so more effectively,
CSOs should form broad coalitions with diverse
actors that bring varied tools, perspectives and
competencies to address societal issues. Such
multi-stakeholder platforms are already present in:
• Argentina PAMPA 2030 Plataforma Argentina de
Monitoreo Para la Agenda 2030
• Ecuador Sociedad civil y ODS: acciones para no
dejar a nadie atrás
• Guatemala Coordinación de ONG y Cooperativas
• El Salvador Movimiento de ONG de Desarrollo
de El Salvador
• Brazil GT Agenda 2030
• Peru Asociación Nacional de Centros de Investigación Promoción Social y Desarrollo / Grupo
Agenda 2030
These coalitions should be present in every country. VdS may contribute to spurring transnational
partnerships for the coordination, training and promotion of national coalitions. Due to the interrelated
nature of the SDGs and the enabling function of
SDG 16 in particular, VdS and its partner organizations should work towards better coordination with
other SDG promotion platforms. The promotion of
SDGs is more effective when engaged through quality multi-stakeholder approaches that are timely,
open and inclusive, transparent, informed, and iterative. These principles will ensure meaningful and
purposeful whole-of-society approaches to the
2030 Agenda implementation instead of promoting
only partial approaches that focus on a narrow set
of SDGs. Furthermore, knowledge about the SDGs
- which were designed to benefit citizens around
the world - is spotty at best and engagement is
often still very limited. The same is true for SDG
16. Therefore, CSOs also have a key role to play
14 A free press and speech, and the transparency they promote, have direct consequences on understanding injustices, fighting corruption and steering action, all of
which in turn have tangible impacts on sustainable development.
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in raising awareness and keeping the spotlight on
these commitments and progress made towards
meeting them.
● Towards a gendered and human
rights-based approach to data
It is also important that CSOs continue to expand
their data capture and processing systems. With
proper data disaggregation, the impact of gender-based violence can be better quantified and
understood. Moreover, additional data categories
can also be added to show intersectionality and
vulnerability of certain groups, providing empirical
evidence on differentiated risks and contexts. This
is because gender significantly influences the way
journalists may experience risks and threats. Gender-based discrimination may also intersect with
other factors that, due to social constructs, disadvantage certain populations over others, such as
race, disability, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background. Furthermore, the divide between urban and
rural realities can no longer be ignored. The intersection of these factors produces distinct vulnerability profiles. As new applications emerge (including
those using machine learning), there is an urgent
need to ensure that inherent and entrenched biases
in the way data is gathered and processed do not
inadvertently contribute to perpetuating injustice.
● For media outlets
Media outlets should strive for the inclusion and
empowerment of their audiences. Outlets should
work to inform the public and provide them with
balanced information to help them understand a
problem and/or a solution. They should strive to
seek feedback from the public and engage them to
hear and echo their concerns. However, the relationship between the media and the public should
not be based on the passive consumption of news.
The media should strive to collaborate and form
effective partnerships with the public to develop
alternative communication models where information flows more freely between the media and the
citizenry at large. Finally, the media should work
to empower the public by helping them participate

more effectively in critical decision-making that
affects their society.
● To big tech
The big tech platforms, such as Facebook, Google
and Twitter, must significantly improve their efforts
to both enhance the positive impact of their technology on media and journalism ecosystems, as well
as mitigate the unintended negative consequences.
In Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela, the effectiveness of official censorship would be close to absolute if not for these platforms. These platforms can
represent a lifeline to unbiased information, but can
as easily be a vehicle for threats and harassment
against journalists. Social media platforms have also
transformed the way that advertising reaches consumers. It has weakened the business sustainability
of private media, failing to account for the impact
on public interest media in the process. The most
important steps for big tech platforms to take is
to ensure that users, including journalists, have a
seat at the table as they design and innovate their
platforms. They should commit to allocating much
stronger and more sustainable resources and focus
on building greater transparency in their processes
as they look to address future challenges.
● To the United Nations and the international
community
CSOs require enhanced monitoring and reporting
capacity-building support, including the strengthening of data capturing and secure storage systems
and evaluation programs. Independent journalists
and media outlets in Latin America require support
in assessing and transforming their business and
journalistic models. The Latin American media
sector is ripe for a focus on social entrepreneurship, whereby outlets can thrive through a mix of
development cooperation, impact investment and
sustainable revenue streams such as advertising,
crowdfunding, membership models and new innovative business units. The international community should prioritize understanding the local and
distinct needs of different communities across the
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region and work to sustainably build their capacity
for self-sufficiency in this modern world.
● To national governments and authorities
Each country should conduct a VNR and present
it at the HLPF. The deadline for countries to notify
that they will present VNR at the 2021 HLPF has
passed. Bolivia, Cuba and Nicaragua manifested
intentions of presenting progress reports for the
first time, while Colombia, Guatemala and Mexico
expressed plans to do so for the third time.15 However, to date, these state-led VNR have been far from
regular and not sufficiently inclusive. While the VNR
process is supposed to be state-led and state-driven, this should not be mistaken as being a state-only initiative. These periodic reviews become
state-only when they are based solely on national
official data sources and consequently result in a
retelling of what a given country’s administration
considers its successes. At worst, they are deliberate attempts by governments to project an official narrative on the realities in their country to the
international community that is false and belittles
the experience of ordinary citizens. In fact, these
reports may be a far cry from what journalists and
CSOs record in monitoring efforts. As such, VNRs
instead should be: 1) conducted through an inclusive, participatory, transparent and thorough review
process; 2) evidence-based, and produce tangible lessons, solutions and commitments; and 3)
followed by concrete action and collaboration that
drives implementation of the SDG.
Additionally, governments should put in place
and implement measures specifically designed
to improve the security of journalists so that they
can exercise their rights and their work in an environment that is free from violence and intimidation. Where such mechanisms already exist, such
as in Ecuador, Colombia and Mexico, they should
be strengthened and put under more scrutiny for
increased transparency and accountability.

15 ECOSOC (2020): Letter by ECOSOC President confirming final countries VNR
2021. Available at:https://www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/
en/2020doc/Letter_ECOSOC_President_VNR_2021-confirming_final_countries.pdf
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