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Democratic elections require robust public debate in
order to be free and fair. Media freedom, including
the freedom to investigate, access, and publish
information without restriction, is a prerequisite for
such debate. Only a free media can ensure that
political parties, leaders, and their promises are
properly scrutinised.

Journalists are the best placed to know how much
freedom the media has, and can compare their current
experiences to the past to identify the direction that
media freedom is heading.

FEM’s fourth nationwide survey measures journalists'
opinions on a range of issues that are critical for
determining media freedom in Myanmar. The results are
discouraging, again.

Journalists conclude that media freedom is declining for
the third consecutive year, and that the government,
including the military, is the main cause of this.

Ominously, journalists believe that their risks have
increased over the past year. Violence is more common,
courts are punitive, and perpetrators act with impunity. It
is unsurprising that self-censorship is growing as a result.

Journalists are also identifying new risks. 2020 is the first
year when a significant proportion of journalists are

reporting corporate censorship online.

The 2020 general elections are an opportunity to change
direction, and journalists want political parties to make
real and significant manifesto commitments to protect
media freedom.
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Recommendations

To political parties

e Make ambitious manifesto commitments to protect

media freedom.
To the government, including the military

e Conduct an open and inclusive consultation with
journalists to establish a plan of action to increase
media freedom. This consultation should focus on
designing a holistic approach to legal reform which
includes both changing laws and changing the
behaviours of government officials.

o Conduct a separate but interlinked public
consultation on ending state control of the media,

including military-owned media.

o Immediately remove all barriers to the media's access
to conflict areas while simultaneously ordering all
parts of the state to facilitate journalists' wherever
possible.

o Until legal reforms are implemented, ensure that no
government official acting in an official capacity

brings any criminal complaint against a journalist.

o Ensure that all allegations of violence against
journalists are investigated in a transparent, prompt,
impartial, and efficient manner.

To the courts

o Encourage and empower judges to apply the law
according to democratic standards, in particular in
media freedom-related cases by interpreting any law
narrowly and in favour of the principle of liberty as
demanded in the Constitution Article 6.

o Empower judges to encourage complainants to seek
mediation from the Myanmar Press Council during
the pre-trial period. Empowerment includes
reassuring judges that they will not be disciplined for
doing so.

o Invite independent media experts, such as from the
Myanmar Press Council, to the court to provide
advice to the court, independent from either parties'
legal teams.
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To the Myanmar National Human Rights

Commission
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o Investigate and submit to Parliament a review of

media freedom in Myanmar, with recommendations

for legal and practical reforms.
To the Myanmar Press Council

o Establish a mechanism to proactively submit expert
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testimony to lawyers and courts for every criminal
case against journalists. Where journalists have not
Conduct, submit arguments on the basis of necessity

abided by the Myanmar Press Council's Code of

and proportionately.

To journalists

o Vote for candidates in the upcoming Myanmar Press

Council elections who have the best ideas and
clearest commitment to defend media freedom.
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Journalists are on the frontline in the defence of
freedom of expression. They are often the first to be
harassed, threatened, detained, or imprisoned. As a
result, they are excellent indicators for both media
freedom and the state of Myanmar’s democratic
transition more broadly. Despite this, they are rarely
asked for their expert opinion.

Since 2015, FEM has been conducting annual surveys of
real working journalists’ opinions. The aim of the survey
is to identify valid and generalisable trends, with the
intention of enabling stakeholders and decision-makers
to ensure that they both understand and include
journalists’ voices in any analysis, programme design,

and reform.

The survey asks journalists about their professional
background as well as their opinions on risk, government
performance, reform processes, and general standards of
the media.

This year, FEM expanded the survey to include new
questions on risk, self-censorship, Facebook, training
needs, and needs for the 2020 general elections.

The previous survey was conducted in 2018 and
identified the following key findings: Media freedom was
declining; Government was the main threat to media
freedom; Government was unsuccessful at defending
media freedom; Courts and judges needed to reform;
Violence against journalists had increased; Freedom to
report conflict had declined, and; No change in media
pluralism and diversity.
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Methodology

FEM made a number of changes to the survey
methodology in 2020. We:

e Added 14 additional questions to the survey, making
41 questions in total

o Increased the number of journalists surveyed by 10%
to 220 in total

o Disaggregated data on the basis of ethnicity and of
media type, in addition to previous disaggregation on
the basis of gender and of seniority

o Conducted surveys inside media outlets to ensure
that all participants were working journalists

o Conducted surveys online to reach journalists that
we could not physically meet with.

The FEM team travelled nationwide to conduct the
survey between December 2019 and April 2020. We
worked hard to ensure that survey participants were
actual practicing journalists. Every question was piloted
beforehand to ensure clarity. Journalists completed the

survey anonymously.
Disaggregation, including gender

All of the survey data has been disaggregated. Where
there is evidence of a clear difference in opinion
depending on journalists’ gender, ethnicity, location, or
seniority, this has been explained in the report.
Differences can be explained from each viewpoint, so

wherever possible, the minority view is expressed.
Limitations

The survey is designed to measure working journalists’
opinions. Their opinions are not verifiable facts but they
are important because each opinion is formed based on
their professional experiences of the context in which
they work.

The report

This report is formed of four sections: introduction,
findings of the research, conclusion, and executive
summary. Recommendations are included in the

executive summary.
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A note on the definition of "Government"

Myanmar's Constitution puts several government
functions, including the police, under the authority of the
military, rather than under the authority of elected
civilian representatives. In effect, this creates two parallel
governments whose power is overlapping and often
difficult to separate. References to the "government” in
this report should be understood to include both parties
unless they have been explicitly separated.
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“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and
expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions
without interference and to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas through any media and regardless
of frontiers.”

- Article 19, UDHR

Media freedom is derived from the fundamental
human right to freedom of expression and is the
foundation of a free and democratic society.

Media freedom is important for everyone. The media is
the largest source of the information needed for personal
development, good governance, and the protection,
promotion and exercise of all other human rights. As
such, an attack on media freedom is far more than an
attack on a given journalist. It is an attack on the
journalist's entire audience, and on everyone’s right to

information.

All UN member states including Myanmar have
committed to uphold the right to freedom of expression,
and therefore media freedom. This commitment can be
found in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, in the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights, and in the ASEAN Human Rights
Declaration.

Inside Myanmar, the right to freedom of expression is
protected in the Myanmar Constitution preamble, and
under Articles 6, 354, and 364.

For further information about media freedom, please
visit www.FreeExpressionMyanmar.org
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Surveyed journalist statistics

C o Y
‘;]°°963?3,3,_'1P=€ﬁ ‘P“,{“’g@”ﬁ Type of journalist

9 [4 C C Co 00 O C _C C C
3’3@30)?3&)0)036&90) GDO)(i)I G3Q?I 3’330)0)1%3)0)38 cooMm

Senior journalist oq&gémmégemm" Junior journalist

29 %

23 %
Photo/video/graphics journalist

26 %

dddaa: ddagada
ddagdda:

C N C
320 C3YIRVOYPE  Type of media
C00

c_C 20C00 C_ o _CO o5
]
30q|000U5O3UN 03003UN sl]oa)cggegun 3
Freelance
4%

Digital media Print media Broadcast media
34 % 31 % 27 %

N o
aog@g 33903,33@[@[]'33 Type of media ownership
(l,gcgmggm 36e3E8%un
State media

Private media
6%

83 %
; %éémmasm

International
media 5 %

e _C O C
00p () (;]Oca?,_ Location of journalist's patch

C C C
2" 00603 056008
Yangon Sittwe Mandalay
18 % 12 % 12%

@5@:{): emcm@lé 9335

Myitkyina Mawlamyine Pathein
13 % 8% 6 %

oC C ocC o C o
NC@GBB[%B’SBCS(BB’SNCBQ[SBWSWSGWB%% Qﬁ]‘;]) Gender (Nobody reported “other”)

oc
afé

Prefer not to say RELGILES
24 % 12 %
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Media freedom declines for third
consecutive year

Journalists’ initial optimism that media freedom
would increase under the NLD has been replaced by a
more widespread feeling of disappointment at the
government’s continued failure to reform.

For the first time since the survey started in 2015, a
majority of journalists now believe that they have a low
or very low level of freedom of expression in Myanmar.
The proportion of journalists with this disappointed
opinion had previously grown a little year-on-year, but
has significantly jumped in this survey from 46% to 59%.

% Women journalists, non-Yangon journalists, and
senior journalists and editors are all more likely to think
that there is a lower level of freedom of expression in
Myanmar. Ethnic Bamar journalists are far more likely to
think that there is more freedom of expression.

Among journalists there remains a split in opinion
between those who believe that the situation has
deteriorated under the NLD and those that believe there
has been no change positive or negative. Senior
journalists are more likely to believe the situation has
deteriorated and junior journalists are more likely to
believe the situation is the same. Very few journalists
believe that the situation has improved, and these are

decreasing in number every year.
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Level of freedom of expression enjoyed by journalists
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Change in amount of freedom compared to previous year
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Less freedom
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Government and military are
main threat to media freedom

Journalists believe that the government and the
military are by far the greatest threats to media
freedom in Myanmar, both through their continued
use of old oppressive laws and their adoption of hew
oppressive laws.

Journalists believe that all parts of the State pose a threat
to media freedom in Myanmar. A significant proportion
of that threat is the risk of being prosecuted.

Journalists are aware that some topics attract a greater

risk than others. Reporting on the military is the riskiest.

% Women journalists are more likely than men to believe
that reporting on politics is risky. Senior journalists and
editors are more concerned than their peers about

reporting on the judiciary.

In our first survey in 2015, and in surveys since in 2016
and 2018, journalists often felt threatened by specific laws
and legal provisions. The most threatening laws changed

each year as journalists became more aware of new cases.

In 2020, no single law or legal provision stands out as the
greatest single threat to journalists. Instead, the threat
comes from the entire legal framework, including laws of

both general and media-specific application.

Journalists' have become more concerned about threats
to media freedom from the Penal Code and the Privacy
Law, and less concerned about the threat from the News
Media Law.
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Greatest threats to media freedom
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Military Civilian government
28 % 23 %
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Government including military
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Greatest threats to individual journalists
C
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Prosecution

50 % c c cRc
o%wo&.vmcspmoaocaooc@c.)
Targeted violence (threat or actual)
29 %
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Riskiest topics to report on
C C o C C gg °
NLVLGON 3’30361 :YJOQJOGGISZ?BOO H CGGI:Q‘J
L L L L
Military Government ogp:

0 0
225 5 Religious groups Judiciary Politicians

15 % 13 % 11 %
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Most threatening laws
C C o (] C C C o o
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Telecommunications aomc:)gu‘SG s Penal Code &eoeg
Law - 13 %

Official Secrets Law ve3 Unlawful
18 % e

9 . .
17 % Electronic Association
Law

Transactions Law >
14 % i

Broadcast

I'sese@)mﬁsaeuosa?s cpemm[ésa?ccp ceseqps
Most threatening Penal Code provisions
mmeslq]rﬁﬁ 32766260526 Q§eSpreaméad

I
Sedition Defamation Insulting religion ]

41 % 22 9% 21 % Promoting enmity
12 %
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Government defence of media
freedom worsening

Journalists believe that the government’s
commitment to defend media freedom has
increasingly failed over the past year.

A large majority of journalists believe that the
government has been unsuccessful in defending media
freedom. Since the last survey, journalists’ have become
more disappointed in the government’s actions. Non-
Yangon journalists are especially critical of the

government's level of success.

The majority of journalists believe that the government
has failed to defend media freedom because it does not
listen to journalists and does not know the reality of their
needs.

% Women journalists want the government to show
much more understanding of the media, and men
journalists want the government to consult the media

more when making decisions.

00 C c_C C C o ﬁ chc
©300DQ0DCVVIC3INE 33(77)(7)(1)6086{)0)(2 33086181 €30C|QCo
o Oo o o L JL

Government success defending media freedom

Very low
35 %

C C
32C0WIPOD

Medium
21 %

o _C
?m Yangon_based _-
< .
9 €O Qutside Yangon
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Government less willing to stop
violence

Journalists believe that the government has become
even less willing to do anything to challenge the
significant levels of violence against journalists or the
impunity that exists for perpetrators.

Although the overall proportion of journalists who
believe that violence is increasing has decreased in 2020
compared to the previous survey, a third of journalists
still continue to believe that violence is increasing.
Journalists believe that just over half of this violence is
targeted intentionally at journalists, and the rest is
random violence in which journalists are affected due to

the nature of their work.

% Half of all women journalists think that violence is still

increasing, compared to a third of men. Yangon-based
journalists, senior journalists, and editors are all more

likely to believe that violence is increasing too.

A large majority of journalists blame the government,
including military, for this increase in violence. A
significant and growing majority believe that the
government has no will to address violence against
journalists, and that as a result, perpetrators face neither

investigation or justice.
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Amount of violence against journalists compared to previous year
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Increased
35 %
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Types of violence faced by journalists
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Targeted violence (threat or actual)
58 %
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Most responsible for not stopping violence against journalists
o ~ ~
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Government €qes
70 %

Police and
prosecutors
16 %
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Government willing to stop violence against journalists
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Medium

18 %
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Courts and Council need to
improve

Although journalists believe the Myanmar Press
Council has a low level of success, they still prefer it
to the courts which continue to show little sign of the
promised democratic reforms necessary to protect
media freedom.

Journalists believe that the courts’ regressive
interpretation of Myanmar’s laws poses a significant and
ongoing threat to media freedom. Journalists outside
Yangon are particularly concerned by the courts’ punitive

decisions.

Journalists want judges and courts to reform in order to
defend media freedom just like their counterparts in
other democracies. Necessary reforms include training
judges in media freedom and creating courts that

specialise in media cases.

A large majority of journalists believe that the Myanmar
Press Council’s protection of media freedom has had a
low or very low level of success. This majority has
increased in size for the third year in a row. Senior
journalists, editors, and ethnic Bamar journalists are
significantly more negative about the Council’s success

rate.

An increasing number of journalists want media cases
sent to the Myanmar Press Council. Yangon-based
journalists and men journalists especially prefer cases to
be sent to the Council. Non-Yangon journalists and
women journalists are less supportive of cases being sent

to the Council.
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Recommendations to courts for defending media freedom
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Freedom to report conflict
declines further

Journalists believe that conflict reporting has become
even more challenging and is also undermined by
increasingly unreliable information published by the
State media.

Most journalists believe that they have low or very low
freedom to report in conflict areas, and this situation has
deteriorated since the previous survey. Compared to their
peers, senior journalists and journalists based outside
Yangon are more likely to believe that they have a very
low level of freedom.

A majority of journalists regard local independent
sources as their main source of information on conflicts.
The proportion of journalists who regard the government
as their primary source of information has reduced since

the previous survey.

% Men journalists are more likely than women to regard

the military as their primary source of information on
conflict. Journalists based outside Yangon are very
unlikely to regard the military as their primary source.

Journalists are now much less likely to trust information
published by the State media compared to last year. In
particular, almost all editors believe State television,

radio, and newspapers to be unreliable.
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Journalists’ freedom to report in conflict areas
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Reliability of information published by State media
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Media diversity becomes less
likely

Journalists increasingly believe that independent
media is becoming less viable and want the
government to end State media monopolisation so
that the public has access to a wider range of voices.

There has been little-to-no change in media diversity.
Neither independent media businesses nor ethnic media
outlets have seen improvement in their ability or freedom
to operate. A majority of journalists believe that the
situation for independent media has deteriorated since

last year.

% Men journalists and senior journalists are more likely

than their peers to believe that independent and ethnic
media have less opportunity for success.

For the first time since the survey started in 2015, a
majority of journalists now want all State media to be

turned into public service media.

% Women journalists are more likely to want State media

closed down compared to men journalists who are more

likely to want it turned into public service media.

Most journalists believe that discrimination towards
ethnic journalists and women journalists has stayed the
same as last year.

% Women journalists are more likely to think

discrimination against women and ethnic minority

journalists has decreased.
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Decreased
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Facebook censors journalists

Journalists believe that the internet supports greater
media freedom while at the same time creates
emerging risks of censorship from new corporate
authorities.

In 2018, journalists thought that they had greater
freedom offline compared to online. This has reversed
and journalists now consider that they have more

freedom online.

A greater proportion of journalists recognise the
professional advantages of the internet in 2020. They are
less concerned that the internet may increase intolerance
and sensationalism. Many more journalists now
recognise that the internet increases the public’s access to

the media.

However, this positive attitude to the internet has been
undermined by the emergence of a new threat to media
freedom. A third of journalists — and half of all editors -
report receiving warnings alleging that their journalistic
content violates Facebook’s Community Standards, and
half of these say that their content was eventually
removed by Facebook.

% Men journalists are more likely than women to have

content warnings and removals on Facebook.
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Self-censorship increasing

Although notoriously difficult to measure, self-
censorship is likely to be growing as a result of
mounting anxiety among journalists working in
Myanmar’s increasingly repressive media
environment.’

Journalists believe that the risks of doing journalism are
increasing while at the same time government support
for media freedom has declined. Therefore, the media

environment has become significantly more hostile.

In response to this increasing hostility, a majority of
journalists believe that they have become more careful
over the past year when reporting on anything that they
consider risky.

% Compared to their peers, men journalists and

journalists outside of Yangon are more careful this year
than the previous year.

Consciously or not, journalists do risk assessments when
working. Their risk mitigation strategies may include
investing more into verifying information. Strategies are
also likely to include refraining from publishing
altogether. Therefore, it is likely that as hostility increases
and journalists become more careful, self-censoring

increases too.

(\llc Bé)GIJ(DqJ')oGQY) BG@)C.,GBGPQ.PJD Q)O)CoGGl 320228 GPO)C mmcosmmeumeﬁ 306930770023

Journalists’ attitudes to reporting on risky topics compared to previous year

More careful
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In the 2020 general elections, all journalists want political

parties to make stronger commitments to reforming laws
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Training wanted

Journalists believe that journalism standards remain
consistent in Myanmar, but that more accessible
training is still needed nonetheless.

A small majority of journalists believe that the quality
and ethical standards of Myanmar journalism remain the
same today as in the previous year. Similar minorities

believe that standards have either improved or worsened.

% Women journalists, junior journalists, and journalists
based outside Yangon are more likely than their peers to
believe that standards are improving. Journalists in
Yangon are more likely to believe that they are

worsening.

Most journalists have received some form of journalism
training. Training comes from a diversity of sources,

including from the media itself.

% Women journalists have received more training from
media outlets, whereas men journalists have received
more from CSOs and INGOs. Junior journalists and
journalists from outside Yangon have received far less

training.

Over a third of journalists do not believe that they have
access to any further journalism training opportunities.

% Men journalists, senior journalists, and journalists
outside Yangon are significantly more likely to believe
that they do not have access to further training

opportunities.
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Change in journalism standards compared to previous year
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Source of journalists’ previous training

Ease of access for journalism training opportunities
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* See Hayes (2005), “Willingness to Self-Censor: A Construct and Measurement Tool for Public Opinion Research”, at: https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article-
abstract/17/3/298/783926%redirectedFrom=fulltext and Morris (2016), “Watching our words”, at:
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/research/files/ Watching%25200ur%2520Words%2520-%2520Perceptions%25200£%2520Self-

Censorship%2520and %2520Media%2520 Freedom %2520in%2520Fiji.pdf
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