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It is time for Arab states’ leaders to unconditionally support media freedom and journalistic independence 
Letter from national unions of journalists, regional and international federations and unions to Arab leaders and delegations participating in the League of Arab States’ Summit in Tunis

Your Excellencies 
WE, representatives of national, regional and international journalists' unions, are meeting in Tunis today to discuss the dangerous impasse facing professional media and quality journalism in the Arab world. At the heart of it is a crisis of press freedom and media independence.

WE urgently call on all Arab countries that detain or imprison journalists for carrying out their professional duty or expressing their views to release them immediately. Journalists should not be sent to jail for doing their job.  
Freedom and independence are the air we, professional journalists, breathe. Without it, professional journalism is unable to play its essential role in informing and educating citizens. Restricting press freedom leads readers and audiences to lose confidence in national media, seeking information from international or regional media or other sources of information.  
The digital revolution and information sharing technologies all over the world have led to serious imbalances in the public information space in Arab countries today. On one hand, it has led to a welcome expansion in freedom of expression, the ability of citizens to express their views, to receive and impart information freely. However, the same technologies have also aided the dissemination of dis-information, false news and rumors, some of which is designed to incite hate and violence.
On the other hand, restrictive media laws and regulations continue to limit press freedom and the rights of professional journalists to do their jobs freely, even after some of the reforms enacted by a few Arab countries. This limits the ability of journalists to publish accurate news, research and check what is being circulated in the public space, and put events that affect citizens and communities into the right context.
The current situation is detrimental to journalism and its mission, it is depriving citizens and peoples of their right to receive accurate news and information about the events affecting their lives, the choices they have and reports on the actions and conduct of their leaders and officials holding public office. Therefore, the delay in taking actions to free the media puts the future of Arab states and the whole region on a dangerous path driven by ignorance, rumors and political interests that serve different centers of powers, and couldn’t care less about the interest of Arab countries and their people. 

Your Excellencies 
The peaceful uprisings of citizens, which began years ago and continue today, are the expression of a historic march towards individual and collective liberties and sustainable development based on economic, social and environmental justice. This is the start of a long process and it may take decades to achieve its goals.  Independent and quality journalism is essential to ensure that this transition is peaceful, sustainable and successful. 
Journalists unions have been promoting the adoption of laws and regulations necessary to foster free media and independent journalism. We worked with editors, media and civil society organizations, legal experts and human rights institutions through a regional consultation to advance this aim over several years. The final output of this process was a document containing the basic principles necessary for the emergence of a professional and independent media sector in the Arab countries; The Declaration on Media Freedom in the Arab World. It was adopted in 2016 by unions, journalists, civil society organizations, human rights and academic institutions from Arab countries.

Since then, it has been adopted and endorsed by a number of Arab leaders, Arab governments, media, trade unions, academics and political parties from Palestine, Tunisia, Jordan, Sudan, Morocco and Mauritania. Their signature is a statement that they support the principles of the ‘’Declaration” and a commitment to promote media freedom and independent journalism. It should also serve as a framework to encourage constructive dialogue between journalists and media institutions and the states’ executive, legislative and judicial branches.

Your Excellencies,

This is your time to support openly media freedom and an independent press!

We call on you to adopt the Declaration on Media Freedom in the Arab World - to agree that its principles will guide the efforts of the League of Arab States and its member countries to reform the media, and as the basis for much needed dialogue among all the actors working for media development in the region.

Tunis, 30 March 2019
Moaid Al Lami 
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