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WPFD 2021 - Concept note

Executive summary

World Press Freedom Day has its origins in a UNESCO conference in Windhoek, 
Namibia in 1991. The 2021 global event returns World Press Freedom Day to 
its roots, focusing on contemporary issues for freedom of expression, access 
to information and the public service role of journalism within the changed 
communications ecosystem. 

In advocating the notion of “information as a public good”, WPFD 2021 highlights 
the important difference between information and other kinds of communications 
content such as disinformation, hate speech, entertainment and data. The aim is 
to draw attention to the special role of journalism in producing news as verified 
information in the public interest, and to how this depends on a wider ecosystem 
which enables information as a public good.

In particular, the 2021 WPFD will highlight three imperatives for this ecosystem: 

• Steps to ensure the economic viability of news media; 
• Mechanisms for ensuring transparency of Internet companies; and 
• 
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Background 
and changes
On 3 May 1991, signatories of the historic Windhoek Declaration for 
the Development of a Free, Independent and Pluralistic Press stated in 
Article V that:

“�e worldwide trend towards democracy and 
freedom of information and expression is a 

fundamental contribution to the ful�llment of 
human aspirations.”

Participants at the UNESCO seminar 
“Promoting an Independent and 

Pluralistic African Media” held in 
Windhoek, Namibia in 1991. 

Photo credit: �e Namibian

The point underlines the interlinked roles of these fundamental freedoms for the 
advancement of the public good of humankind. 
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While the 1991 Windhoek conference focused on print media, the 10th anniversary 
in 2001 highlighted communications through the airwaves, giving rise to the African 
Charter on Broadcasting. In 2011, for the 20th anniversary, UNESCO supported a 
conference which put the focus on people’s right to seek and receive information. 
which culminated in 2019 in the UN’s recognition of 28 September as the 
International Day for Universal Access to Information. 

In 2021, the current context requires an interrogation of the information environment 
as a step towards identifying what conditions are needed for communications that 
favour the UN Sustainable Development aspiration to advance “public access to 
information and fundamental freedoms”.

First, there has been a rise of pluralistic media environments in most countries of the 
world, thanks to national liberalization and expansion of transnational media via 
satellite or subscription. Nonetheless, many news media outlets are facing substantial 
economic challenges today.  

Secondly, it is evident that significant technological advances have increased the 
opportunities for  people to communicate and access information. At the same time, 
major digital divides remain between genders, and between and within regions 
and countries. A handful of internet companies provide billions of users across 
the world with communications services, but are also criticised for enabling hate 
and disinformation rather than journalism, as well as for weak transparency and 
accountability on how they use their gatekeeping power. 

A third change since 1991 has been increased legal recognition of the right to 
access to information. While in 1991 only 12 countries were equipped with laws 
guaranteeing the rights of citizens to access government information
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true in the face of the COVID-19 ‘disinfodemic’, a mixture of misinformation and 
disinformation that has spread across the world sowing confusion, discord and 
division. The lack of publicly available reliable data and information has created 
a vacuum for potentially harmful content (including hate speech) and misleading 
conspiracy theories, mostly spread online through Internet business models and 
actors who exploit these. 

The COVID-19 public health crisis has shed light on the vital role played by free and 
independent media worldwide4.  The output of news media (be it in print, television 
or radio, analogue or delivered via digital platforms) remains a powerful source of 
information that people access, even when this is via social media networks. In this 
way, media workers everywhere have significantly contributed to our understanding 
of the pandemic by making overwhelming and highly complex flows of information 
more accessible, making scientific facts understandable to the broader public, 
providing regularly updated data, and engaging in fact-checking. In many countries, 
journalists and fact-checkers have critically monitored contracting and subsidies that 
respond to the pandemic and have faced pressure from authorities as a result. In 
other cases, they have been hampered by measures put in place to contain the virus 
as well as challenges from both police and public during the host of public protests 
that have characterized this period. 

Current challenges

In the midst of this, three underlying trends are worth identifying:

• Pre-existing challenges to the viability of the news media have significantly 
worsened. Already hit by competition from Internet companies,  media outlets’ 
economic models were further afflicted by massive losses of advertising revenue due 
to the economic impact of the public health crisis. When the economic independence 
of the media is in jeopardy, so is their editorial independence: in times of economic 
uncertainty, they are more vulnerable to take-overs from governments, media barons 
and to interferences by advertisers5,  thereby threatening editorial integrity and 
independent media’s role as a public service6.   

• Internet companies, such as social media, messaging and search 
companies, continue to be criticized for making profits out of flows of content that 
relay astounding volumes of disinformation (and other content that is potentially harmful 
to human rights), including within the context of the pandemic7.  The availability of 
journalism is increasingly mediated by these companies, but without them prioritizing 
its distinctiveness and importance within the wider content mix. The functioning of these 
business entities remains opaque, which inhibits stakeholders from developing informed 
policy responses. 

• In these times of unprecedented flows of information and disinformation, 
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Information Literacy (MIL) skills, in order to make informed judgments and decisions, 
and critically engage in sustainable development for which information as a public 
good is indispensable. Equally important is citizens’ knowledge of their own rights to 
freedom of expression and the importance of the role of journalists for the production of 
reliable information. MIL needs to include appreciation of safety of journalists, including 
especially women journalists, and awareness-raising about the need to defend and 
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While journalists and media workers play a crucial role in the production and 
sharing of quality and reliable information, thereby contributing to the free flow of 
information and ideas, they are increasingly working under precarious conditions, 
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that could offer concrete information about the flow of problematic content, such as 
disinformation or hate speech. 

In addition, many of these online platforms have fueled disinformation and hate 
speech to spread at an unprecedented scale and speed.  Their business models, 
which are designed to seize and retain the attention of their users in order to gather 
data for targeted advertising, have made these companies susceptible to amplifying 
disinformation by default, including through their enabling of micro-targeted 
advertisements.
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Meanwhile, the content produced and shared by news media are generally treated 
as just any other content, meaning that journalism is not elevated as a unique source 
for information within the mix that is availed by the internet companies.

Transparency has become a buzzword in the field of digital technology. Enhanced 
transparency in various aspects of internet companies would make it possible for 
external stakeholders to gain insight into the workings of the companies (and their 
potential impact), in contrast to the current relevant opacity of their operations. 
Given the status of these mega-institutions with their particular business models and 
significance for public life, a strong case can be made from the point of view of 
external stakeholders to promote greater transparency.  

Currently, companies have legal, voluntary and ethical obligations that are relevant 
to transparency, for example in the UN’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights (Ruggie Principles) and the UN Global Compact. There are intertwined rights 
and balances to be struck of course, for example with the protection of privacy, or 
the right to intellectual property (in this case, commercial secrets). However, this 
balance merits being explored – as with other companies – with a view to possible 
changes. 

A lack of implementation of international human rights standards in the digital 
space and the very nature of these platforms as transnational companies further 
hinders accountability for any damage caused to the communications ecosystem. 
In that regard, transparency is also vital regarding internet companies’ decisions 
on taking action on content and suspend accounts, as well as their procedures 
to process appeals from users not satisfied with their decisions. In the face of 
the rise of disinformation and online hate speech, promoting transparency and 
fostering dialogue is essential for multi-stakeholder governance within the internet 
environment. 

The transparency of these online platforms would in itself constitute a sharing of 
information as a public good, by making available data that is not yet in the public 
realm – both proactively and on demand. Efforts to enhance transparency must not 
compromise the principles of personal data protection and privacy. Such a step 
would not necessarily fetter proprietary software but it could promote open-source 
and inter-operable alternatives, as well as go hand in hand with advocating for a 
use of artificial intelligence that is ethical and in line with human rights standards, 
which is a current concern of UNESCO Member States in the development of a 
Recommendation on the ethics of AI.

Furthermore, disinformation and hate speech are too complex and challenging  
phenomena to be handled by single companies or States alone; they also requires 
close collaboration between a variety of stakeholders, among which academia, civil 
society, fact-checking initiatives, and the media industry.21  The idea of transparency 
is integral to UNESCO’s concept of Internet Universality and the framework of 
Rights, Openness, Accessibility and Multistakeholder governance (ROAM).22   
Without transparency of how human Rights are being respected online through 
curation and moderation, abuses and violations can take place without knowledge 
or redress. A digital ecology that is not Open to all entrants, can lead to hidden 
dominance and unforeseen data flows and use, and conceal algorithmic outcomes 

21 Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development. 2020. Balancing Act: Countering Digital Disinformation While Respecting 
Freedom of Expression https://broadbandcommission.org/Documents/working-groups/FoE_Disinfo_Report.pdf 
22 UNESCO’s Internet Universality Indicators are a set of 303 indicators that aim to assess the state of Internet development at the 
national level according to the ROAM principles of human Rights, Openness, Accessibility, Multi-stakeholder participation https://
en.unesco.org/internet-universality-indicators/roamx-indicators
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that have negative potential for human rights. In order to ensure Accessibility, 
transparency is needed as a factor for terms of service and pricing policies, and 
for the public to be empowered with knowledge of the digital environment, such as 
“free services”, disinformation actors and counter-measures, etc. Multi-stakeholder 
Governance issues, ranging from decisions on values through to regulations, depend 
on the degree to which there is transparency of process and participants, as well as 
accountability mechanisms.

3. Strengthening Media and Information Literacy 
capacities in times of disinformation and hate speech 

To value, protect and promote information as a public good, the demand side 
of media and digital communications are crucial in the equation. This means 
empowering citizens through sustainable media and information literacy policies and 
strategies. Developing media and information literacy also offers a long-term and 
systemic policy response to disinformation and hate speech. It calls for public policies 
at the national23 and institutional24 levels  thus responding to UNESCO’s reflection on 
the “Futures of Education.” MIL provides one dimension of how education might be 
re-thought in a complex world. It forms part of new visions and strategies for freedom 
of expression, access to information and education policy and practices. 

The content that we engage and interact with can influence what we think is 
important, and even our beliefs and attitudes. It informs our daily decisions, from the 
most commonplace to the most critical. However, inexorable waves of information, 
disinformation, hate speech, and polarized narratives makes for confusion about 
what to trust. In this, identifying sources, disentangling the messages with which we 
are engaging, and discerning quality information and reliable facts from falsehoods 
and manipulation has become an arduous task. 

What we share, like or recommend to each other is often a result of our feelings 
rather than conscious and critical thinking or concern about possible human rights 
and development implications. In the face of this, Media and Information Literacy 
(MIL) appears as an essential tool set which cuts across educational, cultural and 
social contexts. This growing body of knowledge, values and skills is embodied in 
a range of competencies. For example, MIL spans capacities “from finding and 
evaluating the credibility of online information, through to how to react to attempts 
to shape young people’s identities by social media and advertising”.25  MIL 
encompasses knowledge about the significance of the right to privacy in the digital 
age, as well as interactions with talk radio, online etiquette and intercultural respect”. 
Furthermore, MIL “empowers people to be curious, to understand their information 
needs, to search, to critically evaluate, to use and to contribute information and 
media content wisely. MIL calls for competence in knowing one’s rights online; 
combating online hate speech and cyberbullying; and understanding the ethical 
issues surrounding access and use of Information”.26

If information is to play its part as a public good, MIL competencies - as part of 
ongoing learning - can help people to navigate and make sense of current times.  
Strengthening of these competencies can only be best achieved if all concerned 

24 UNESCO. 2019. Media and Information Literacy in Journalism: A Handbook for Journalists and Journalism Educators, https://
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stakeholders, including governments, educators, media and Internet companies, 
among others, are mobilised to work within their spheres of operation to develop 
and implement appropriate MIL policies and strategies to help citizens develop 
a critical attitude towards interaction with information, thus contributing to the 
vision of information as a public good. A media and information literate citizenry 
then becomes a necessary node in the business model for viable and transparent 
media and digital communication companies, thus contributes to the sustainable 


