MAJOR NEW HURDLESON THE PATH
TOMEDIA FREEDOM IN CENTRAL ASIA

By Nuriddin Karshiboev, CIMERA, Tajikistan

Journalistsfrom all five Central Asian countriesgatheredin
Almaty to discussthe current problemsof themediain there-
gion. Theaftermath of September 11th and the building of me-
dia monopoliesdictated a highly interesting agenda.

In Central Asian countries
there is the real danger of limiting
media freedom under the pretext
of the fight against terrorism and
extremism. This opinion of the
head of the OSCE Center in Al-
maty, Ambassador Heinrich
Haupt, was advanced at the third
Central Asian conferenceon «Me-
dia freedom during the fight
against terrorism» held in Almaty
on December 10-11, 2001. «Imag-
inary dangers, probably resulting
from the anti-terrorist campaign in
Afghanistan, are being used as an
excuse for illegally limiting the
media s freedom of speech.» be-
lievesthis high-ranking OSCE dip-
lomat.

GOOD TRADITIONS

The conference was organized
by the OSCE Representative on
Freedom of the Media, Freimut
Duve, the OSCE Center in Almaty
in cooperation with the internation-
al «Adil Soz» fund, and the
Friedrich Ebert Foundation. More
than 80 journalists from al five
Central Asian countries as well as
representatives of governments,
parliaments and NGOs took part.
It is remarkable that even journal-
ists from Turkmenistan participat-
ed. Holding the regiona confer-
ence under aegis of the OSCE
Representative on Freedom of the
Mediahas become atradition. Two

previous conferences were held in
Bishkek (October, 1999) and in
Dushanbe (November, 2000).
Lively discussions at the third re-
gional conference concentrated on
recent eventsin the sphere of mass
media. Structural problems, such
as the legal context and media

most frequently under the pretext
of national security,» noted Haupt.

KNOW YOUR ETHICS

At the same time, Haupt called
upon journaists and the media to
adhere to the rules of professiona
ethics. «Passing the “Media Eth-
ics Code” or the “Media Ethics
Charter” for the region’s journal-
ists and media, following the ex-
ample set by OSCE member-
countries, is one of the ways of

speech.»

«lmaginary dangers, probably resulting from the anti-
terrorist campaign in Afghanistan, are being used as
an excusefor illegaly limiting the media’ s freedom of

property, were also discussed.
«The concentration and mo-
nopolization of media is currently
underway, and this serves first of
all the groups close to ruling cir-
cles» emphasized Heinrich Haupt.
The OSCE Representative also
noted that state authorities and
courts, that are not always inde-
pendent, frequently impose tech-
nical limitations and excessive
fines on the media, thus hindering
their work and forcing them to-
wards self-censorship. Some cas-
es where physical damage had
been caused were aso made pub-
lic a the conference. «Legal limi-
tations exist, such as the restric-
tion of relaying foreign electronic
media, or blocking access to op-
position websites. On the Internet
theaimislimiting journalists work,
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guaranteeing the professional hon-
esty of journalists,» he said. «The
introduction of codes of conduct
for journalists should not be pro-
vided by state executive bodies, but
exclusively independent profes-
sional organizations in accordance
with Civil Law.»

The important role of mediain
the development of civil society
was emphasized at the confer-
ence. Specia attention was given
to the problems of creating oppor-
tunities for future generations of
journdists, and in this respect the
presentation by the OSCE «Mo-
bile Cultural Center» project was
rather interesting. Key questions
in the discussion were on the new
challenges faced by the mediadur-
ing the fight against terrorism, in
particular in Central Asia. Confer-
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ence participants noted that prob-
lems covered by the Dushanbe
Declaration passed at the confer-
ence last year were till cause for
concern. «The tendency to limit
media freedom of speech contin-
uesintheregion’s countries,» stat-
ed Rozlana Taukina, President of
Kazakhstan's Association of Inde-
pendent Electronic Media. Novosti
nedeli (#49, Almaty) has called
Central Asia «the silent region.»

CONFERENCE RESULTS

The result of the two-day con-
ference was the adoption of the
eight-point Almaty Declaration on
media freedom during the fight
against terrorism. The Declaration
states that, «In the course of con-
flict, the governments of member-
countries of the anti-terrorist alli-
ance should not use arguments of
national security to limit human
rights in their countries, or reduce
their support of human rights in
other countries.»

«In particular, Central Asian
governments should not use the
conflict to justify repressive mea
sures againgt their opposition,» the
Declaration states. «On the con-
trary, they should use this situation
as the catalyst to undertake fur-
ther steps with the purpose of cre-
ating a free environment for the

media to operate in society.»

«The media should be free to
accomplish their corrective jobs
concerning their country’s eco-
nomic, ecologica and military de-
cisions, in particular, during the
conflict,» the document states.
«Free public debates are of vita
necessity.»

The Almaty Declaration on
media freedom during the fight
against terrorism asserts the ne-
cessity of media freedom for it to
accomplish its basic role as
«watchdog» against corruption on

The appeal to journaliststo ap-
ply al their efforts towards objec-
tive reporting and to be careful
while covering the conflict was one
of the conclusions reached during
the conference debates. «Press
ethics should work especialy in
times of conflict, and journalists
should redlize their increased re-
sponsibility,» the Declaration
states.

In its concluding article, the Al-
maty Declaration addresses inter-
national, governmenta and non-gov-
ernmental organizations, to work

«The concentration and monopolization of media
IS currently underway, and this serves first of all the
groups close to ruling circles.»

the road to democracy. It empha
sizes that, «After the events of
September 11 in particular, the
media should have the opportunity
of informing the public about the
existence of the financial interre-
lation between the activities of ter-
rorist groups and corruption.»

The Declaration also states that
journalists should show more soli-
darity and mutual support in the
context of the aggravated interna-
tional situation and continuing con-
flict in Centra Asa
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harder to ensure the safety of jour-
naigsin conflict zones. It dso Sates
that theleading media could provide
necessary training and insurance, as
well as for safety pools. Donors
working with the mediaand funding
their activitiescould contributefinan-
cia support to these pools. The doc-
ument reads as follows: «lt is nec-
essary to undertake measures for
the development of more efficient
identification documentsfor profes-
sional journalists working in
hotspots.»
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