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This statement contains the observations and recommendations of the international organisations participating in the mission to Colombia related to the support for developing a comprehensive strategy for media development and freedom of expression. The mission took place 23-26 September 2006. 

We congratulate and fully support the persistent and extraordinary efforts carried out by journalists and media institutions to provide news and information to the Colombian public under severe constraints. In addition, we applaud the strong support Colombian media organisations have provided to media development and freedom of expression in Colombia. 

The independent mass media plays a key role in the strengthening of democracy and good governance and can, through independent professional journalism, provide the conditions necessary for conflict resolution. It is through support to media development in itself – and not only through support to media as a means to obtain other development goals - that this key role can thrive.

The mission visited Barranquilla where it met with journalists, editors, media owners and local authorities from the Caribbean region of Colombia. Furthermore, the mission participated in an international conference in Bogotá, organised by the Alliance of Antoñio Narinó
. The conference was opened by Francisco Santos de Calderón, Vice-President of the Republic. Participants at the two-day conference were journalists, editors, media owners, national and international media support organisations and representatives from the international donor community in Colombia 

Observations and Recommendations

During the mission, the media sector in Colombia identified key obstacles and a set of priorities for developing a comprehensive strategy for supporting media development and freedom of expression. The international mission fully supports this programme and makes the following recommendations:  

1. Creating an enabling media environment

There are serious shortcomings in the Colombian legal framework that restrict the development of independent media. Libel laws limit critical reporting and delays in adjudicating on community radio licences limit growth in that sector. The unfair distribution of public advertising revenues penalises critical media contributing to the precarious financial position of many news outlets.

We recommend revising all elements of the legislative framework that stifle independent media so that media are able to function independently and critically without fear of financial punishment.

2. Media Pluralism

There is a need to strengthen media plurality in Colombia. Many independent media, particularly in the regions, face grave violent threats to their independence. Media concentration and an absence of financial sustainability are also factors than can play negatively into this situation.
A rich and diversified media landscape is necessary for establishing wide access to information and the opportunities for active participation in the democratic process. We recommend that free and independent media, particularly in the regions, are ensured through the development of comprehensive strategies. 

3. Rights of journalists

The fundamental rights of working journalists in Colombia are not adequately ensured in the labour laws. There are no provisions aiming to enhance the working conditions of journalists. The majority of journalists, primarily in the regions, work without any proper contract and with very low salaries. This leaves the journalist extremely vulnerable. With no established national union, journalists lack a formal body representing their rights. 

We recommend that adequate measures are taken to ensure that the working conditions for journalists are improved. Labour laws need to be implemented which secure such working conditions, including the specific needs of freelance journalists. 

4. Safety of journalists 

We welcome the commitment and work of the Committee of Protection of Journalists under auspices of the Ministry of Interior. We have noted wide-spread use of self-censorship among journalists in Colombia, which are applied as a means for self-protection. Likewise, we have received numerous testimonies of death threats, intimidations and other forms of harassments against journalists. The judicial system and the established means of protection are not responding adequately to the needs of the journalists.

We recommend that safety issues are effectively addressed in a dialogue with the government and authorities through the Committee of Protection of Journalists. Urgent attention should also be given to the climate of impunity for attacks on journalists. Assistance should in addition be provided to a campaign on impunity and safety leading towards the UNESCO celebrations of World Press Freedom day on 3 May 2007, taking place in Medellin, Colombia.

5. The International Community

We commend the international community in Colombia for their assistance - through Colombian media organisations - in training and protection of journalists. However, this assistance appear ad-hoc, short-term and often driven by the development agenda of a particular donor rather than a strategy established by the Colombian media sector 

We recommend that the international community support media development in Colombia as a goal in itself allowing the media to play its rightful role as watchdog and provider of independent information to the public.  

The mission members are committed to a continued support to media development and advocacy in Colombia, and will through coordinated efforts strive to meet the needs as a sector. 

The international organisations participating in the mission and signatories to this statement are:
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Asociación Latinoamericana de Educación Radiofonico - ALER

Instituto Prensa y Sociedad - IPYS

International Federation of Journalists – IFJ 

International Freedom of Expression Exchange – IFEX Clearing House
International Media Support - IMS

Reporters without Borders - Sweden

The Rory Peck Trust

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation - UNESCO

World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters - AMARC

For further information, please contact: 

Jesper Højberg, Executive Director, International Media Support, jh@i-m-s.dk
Finn Rasmussen, Programme Officer, International Media Support, fr@i-m-s.dk
Johan Schmidt, Project Leader, Reporters without Borders, RSF-Sweden, johanschmidt@email.com
� The Alliance of Antonio Nariño is composed of the following five Colombian media support organisations: ANDIARIOS – Asociación de Diarios Colombianos / Colombian Association of Newspapers; Corporación Medios para la Paz / Media for Peace; FESCOL- Friedrich Ebert Stiftung Colombia / Friedrich Ebert Foundation in Colombia


FLIP-Fundación para la Libertad de Prensa / Foundation for Press Freedom; FNPI-Fundación Nuevo Periodismo Iberoamericano / Gabriel Garcia Marquez´s Foundation.





