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 International Conference on

Freedom of Expression in Cyberspace

UNESCO Thematic meeting for the World Summit on the Information Society 

UNESCO, Paris, France

3-4 February 2005 

Background:

The free flow of information is the fundamental premise of democratic societies where individual freedom is respected and honoured. As embodied in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, freedom of expression and information must be promoted without exception, also in new media. This will highlight the recognition of Freedom of Expression by the World Summit on the Information Society and of its importance (Declaration of Principles, paragraphs 4, 55 and 56-59 and Action Plan, paragraph 24
).

With the rise of the Internet, this fundamental right is challenged in new ways. The global net holds great potential as a resource for distribution and reception of information and the creation of dialogue across borders and cultures; these qualities may sometimes be undercut by attempts to regulate both access and content. Tools for regulating Cyberspace are increasing, as is the impact of the Internet. Even in democratic countries violations of freedom of information necessary for public accountability or of freedom of expression are numerous, and the need to discuss how to prevent undesired side effects of new regulation techniques has become urgent. The press meets barriers on the Internet that would not be accepted in traditional media, often trapped between opposing national laws and definitions. Free media are essential in creating and upholding democratic societies and should not be hindered neither on a local nor on a global level. How to assure the protection of Article 19 while respecting individual privacy, national laws and cultural differences in the global network will be the essential questions and issues of the conference. 
Organizers: 

UNESCO, Division for Freedom of Expression, Democracy and Peace, Communication and Information Sector.

Programme:

Thursday 3 February

3-3.30pm 

Official Opening

3.45-6pm

Session 1: Freedom of Expression on the Internet

Reception 

Friday  4 February

9-11am
Session 2: Between security and openness. Should here be limits to freedom of expression and freedom of information? 

11.15am-1pm

Session 3: Open Internet – open media

Lunch

3-5pm


Session 4: Freedom of expression, codes and creativity

5.15-6.15pm

Closing session

Session 1: Freedom of expression on the Internet

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression, which also includes the right to seek and receive information. Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights applies to all media, regardless of geographical position. It was also reinforced by Art. 4 of the Declaration of Principles adopted at the World Summit on the Information Society. This right is the backbone of every democratic society, making deliberation and informed political participation possible, as well as fostering creativity and development with social and economic benefits to society.

The Internet provides great opportunities to facilitate the use of these rights at low costs and without the obstacles of access and economic barriers common to traditional mass media. Sometimes unfortunately, the Internet is not free of obstacles. Thus, the free flow of information on the global network is limited due to direct intervention and the lack of physical access as well as significant information-literacy. But what are the consequences of these actions and conditions and where are the roads to a free Internet?

Session 2: Between security and openness. Should there be limits to freedom of expression and freedom of information?

“…freedom of information as a constitutional value of democracy is sacrificed on the altar of internal security” (Curtin, 2003)

The rise of the Internet has opened new opportunities to give citizens an insight into, and the possibility of contribution to, the political process. Good and open governance can, through the new digital media, be realised within a reasonable budget and without making the procedure of information gathering too complex for the average citizen. Are there any situations that limit openness, such as fears of terrorism and insecurity, at the expense of freedom of expression and freedom of information? Is there any justification for authorities to place obstacles on access to information and on freedom of expression through ad-hoc suppression of constitutional guarantees? 

Session 3: Open media - Open Internet
Free media have a major importance for democratic societies, assuring an informed public and facilitating the flow of information. Freedom of the press is a human rights principle with a long history, but is still far from being assured, either in traditional or in new media; journalists are meeting major challenges upholding the right to press freedom on the increasingly important platform of the Internet. How are restrictions and regulation policies influencing the work of news media acting on and through the Internet, and what are the consequences for society? 

Locally decided interventions will often have an impact on a major part of the network, imposing on everybody else the standards of a minority of users. Should we accept that the Internet is regulated on the principle of the lowest common denominator? This amounts to an exclusion of universal human rights from the Internet, at a time, where Cyberspace is increasingly influencing and shape life in real societies, both on a local and global level. 

Session 4: Freedom of expression, codes and creativity

The Internet’s decentralized structure provides a unique platform for every kind of user to contribute to the production of content and to make use of their right to freedom of expression. In the discussion several stakeholders have requested the introduction of codes or other measures which could hinder freedom of creativity and of expression on the net.

How can creativity actually be protected and promoted in such a way that ideas are naturally inspired and may be nurtured by other ideas? A debate, based on different discussions and elements that make part of the WSIS process, is needed in order to strike a balance between often conflicting points of view. 

Participants:

· Media professionals, especially those concerned with the Internet 

· Academics in the field of media

· Civil society organizations focusing on freedom of expression on the Internet

· Internet policy authorities (legislative, regulatory, judicial)

Participation will include representatives of all regions of the world, as well as different sectors/viewpoints of society.

Total participation envisaged: 100

*****

� C9. Media


24.	The media—in their various forms and with a diversity of ownership—as an actor, have an essential role in the development of the Information Society and are recognized as an important contributor to freedom of expression and plurality of information.


a) Encourage the media—print and broadcast as well as new media—to continue to play an important role in the Information Society.


b) Encourage the development of domestic legislation that guarantees the independence and plurality of the media.


c) Take appropriate measures—consistent with freedom of expression—to combat illegal and harmful content in media content. 


d) Encourage media professionals in developed countries to establish partnerships and networks with the media in developing ones, especially in the field of training. 


e) Promote balanced and diverse portrayals of women and men by the media. 


f) Reduce international imbalances affecting the media, particularly as regards infrastructure, technical resources and the development of human skills, taking full advantage of ICT tools in this regard.


g) Encourage traditional media to bridge the knowledge divide and to facilitate the flow of cultural content, particularly in rural areas.








