COMMUNIQUE OF A TWO-DAY CSO (AU SUMMIT) CONFERENCE ON STRENGTHENING FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION IN AFRICA ORGANIZED BY CREDO-AFRICA AND MFWA, JUNE 25 – 26, 2007

Introduction:

A two-day conference on Strengthening Freedom of Expression in Africa organized by the Centre for Research Education and the Development of Rights in Africa (CREDO-Africa) and the Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA) with the support of the Open Society-Network Media Programme, Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa (OSISA) and Open Society Initiative for West Africa (OSIWA) took place in Accra, Ghana from June 25 – 26, 2007.

The conference, held as part of media and civil society activities ahead of the 9th ordinary session of the Council of the African Union had in attendance at least 21 participants and observers from national, regional and international media professional groups, support organizations, unions and editors’ bodies including the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), Network of Freedom of Expression Organizations in Africa (NAFEO), the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA), The African Editors’ Forum TAEF), Africa Free Media Foundation AFMF), Open Society Initiative for West Africa (OSIWA), Panos Institute West Africa (PIWA) and International Media Support (IMS)
. Also in attendance were Academics and legal experts engaged in media support and development activities. 

Objectives:

The major objectives of the conference were to

· Critically examine elements of free expression with a view to broadening the scope of the definition and application of existing mechanisms for the protection of the right of free expression.

· Examine the strengths and weaknesses of existing mechanisms for the protection of the right of free expression on the continent, especially, with a view to proposing key amendments in order for the Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression to be an effective instrument for the protection of media and individual rights.

· Consider ways of advancing the cause of free expression in Africa through the instrumentality of a binding and legally enforceable treaty and or protocol.

· Examine the state of media rights and press freedom in Africa with a view to proposing stronger and effective measures to protect journalists and the independent media. 

Key Observations:

Following the tone set for the discussions in the opening remarks of Prof. Kwame Karikari, Executive Director of Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA), participants observed that:

· The conference was taking place at a time of regrettable deterioration of the state of media and journalistic freedom on the continent as underlined by increasing imprisonment, exiling, assault, brutalization, arrests and detentions, and even outright murder of journalists. These repressive acts have sometimes and notably been perpetrated through the application of insult and criminal defamation laws that are at variance with democratic principles and ordinarily should have been expunged from the statute books. The most notorious attacks in this regard have occurred in Mali, Gambia, Ethiopia, Senegal, Zimbabwe and Somalia.

· The current situation in Mali in particular deserves urgent attention and solidarity following the imprisonment of journalists over what is now famously known as the Essay saga. The Malian authorities had suddenly embarked on the clampdown because it believed that a fictional essay competition by school students and published in the media was targeted at the country’s leader. In the course of the brutal crack-down, the President of the West African Journalists Association (WAJA), Mr. Ibrahim Famakan Coulibaly was injured and hospitalized causing his absence at the conference.

· The 9th ordinary session of the African Union presents a unique opportunity for freedom of expression and media groups, to articulate all related issues on the state of freedom of expression on the continent and adopt a common position for presentation to the African Heads of States.

· The solidarity activities also being organized by MFWA and CREDO-AFRICA on Darfur (Sudan) and Zimbabwe should be supported and promoted as the continuing human rights violations in the countries also present critical challenges for the media.     

Elements of Freedom of Expression and the Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa:

The participants observed that the 5-year old Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa, is limited in scope mainly because it conceived freedom of expression more in terms of media freedom.

The participants therefore agreed that the Declaration ought to be updated to address in more concrete terms, other elements of freedom of expression including freedom of political participation, academic freedom, cultural freedom etc.

It was also noted that Article 9 of the African Charter on Peoples and Human Rights on which the Declaration rests is a weak foundation which provides escape window for governments opposed to freedom of expression and freedom of the press.   

Participants however held that while efforts are being made towards the strengthening of the Declaration urgent measures should be taken towards improving awareness about it as it still constitutes a major pillar for the promotion and defence of the right to freedom of expression and the right of press freedom on the African continent. 

In this regard, participants agreed that:

· Media Professional organisations, unions and support groups with local, national, sub-regional, and continental mandates should be persuaded to re-produce and popularise the Declaration of principles for mass circulation throughout their respective jurisdictions.

· The opportunities presented by the 5th anniversary of the declaration in October 2007, the designation of Year 2008 as the Year of the African media and other calendar events such as the World Press Freedom and the World Communication days should be exploited to promote media and public education of the Declaration. 

· Seminars and workshops be organized by media groups for the purpose of further public enlightenment on the content of the Declaration

· Newspapers and magazines across the continent should be persuaded to publish the content on their pages while radio and Television stations should also organize discussion programmes around it.

· Journalism and mass communication training institutions should be encouraged to incorporate the Declaration in their teaching curriculum.  

· The Declaration of principles should be re-produced in cheaper and smaller versions for easier distribution through appropriate channels including news vendors, schools, public institutions etc as way of getting across to the African population.

· That the Declaration of principles should be summarised for the purpose of conveying its essential messages in handbills and posters for easy display in offices and public places.

· That  Electronic copies of the Declaration of principles should be made available on-line particularly via E-groups, e-mails, blogs and the websites of media organizations, media regulatory agencies, media support groups and civil society organizations so that it could reach wider layers of the African society

Protocol on Freedom of Expression in Africa:

For the purpose of making the right of freedom of expression effectively binding on African States participants adopted a Resolution for the adoption of an Additional Protocol to the African Charter on the Human and Peoples’ Rights on Freedom of Expression to be presented to African leaders attending the AU summit  *(please see the attached resolution).

Participants further agreed that the Centre for Research, Education and Development of Rights in Africa (CREDO-Africa) shall be the coordinating secretariat for the campaign for the Protocol and shall assume the lead in the coordinating committee.

State of Press Freedom:
The conference in further noting the relapse into attacks on journalistic and media rights as well as the right of freedom of expression resolved to engage in greater coordination and networking for effective continent-wide defence of human rights.

The conference in the immediate terms called for the release of all imprisoned journalists across the continent and in the particular case of Mali adopted a special DECLRATION On the Sentencing of Journalists and a Malian Teacher, also for presentation to the AU summit  *(please see the attached Declaration).
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List of Participating Organisations

1. Africa Free Media Foundation (AFMF-KENYA)

2. Association Malienne des Droits de l’Homme

3. Association Mauritanienne des Droits de l’Homme (AMDH)

4. Central African Editors Forum (CAEF)

5. Centre for Research Education & Development of Rights (CREDO-Africa)

6. Centre National de Presse Norbert Zongo (CNP-NZ)

7. Fédération Internationale des Droits de l’Homme

8. Foroyaa Newspaper, Gambia

9. Free Media Group/Word Association of Newspapers

10. Institut Panos Afrique de l’Ouest (IPAO)

11. International Federation of Journalists (IFJ)

12. International Media Support (IMS)

13. International Press Centre / Media for Democracy Group (IPC, Lagos)

14. Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA)

15. Media Institute for Southern Africa (MISA, Zimbabwe)

16. National Union of Somali Journalists (NUSOJ) 

17. Network of African Freedom of Expression Organisations (NAFEO)

18. Nigerian Guild of Editors

19. Observatoire Togolais des Médias (OTM)

20. Open Society Initiative for West Africa (OSIWA)

21. Panos Institue for West Africa

22. The African Editors Forum (TAEF)

23. Union Inter-Africaine des Droits de l’Homme

24. West African Editors Forum (WAEF)

� See Appendix for list of participating organisations
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