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Summary and Recommendations

Summary of findings and recommendations

This study looks into the safety and security needs, resources and environment of visual storytellers
and journalists, with a focus on independent documentary filmmakers. The study was commissioned
by the International Resource for Impact and Study (IRIS) and the Ford Foundation out of a concern
that while there are significant threats to the safety of visual storytellers and journalists, few safety
and protection resources are available to them particularly in emergency situations.

The study has been global in scope, but in-depth research has been carried out in Central America, the
Andes region and Brazil. The findings and trends, in the countries surveyed as well as globally, are
remarkably similar and can be summarized as follows:'

1. There is a strong and growing international trend of attacks to the safety and security of visual
storytellers and journalists. This ties in with a similar trend of attacks and violence to human
rights and environmental defenders and activists, and general backsliding in respect for
human rights.

2. There is a global crisis of violence against women, as well as identity-based violence against
indigenous groups, (sexual) minorities, and others who are often at a position of disadvantage
in society. Women filmmakers and visual storytellers and journalists from these communities
are at particular risk.

3. A worryingly large number of documentary filmmakers as well as funders have low
awareness of safety issues.

4. Visual storytellers and journalists who are aware of safety issues often cannot to afford to
invest in sufficient resources required for their protection.

5. Existing organizations for the protection of human rights and environmental defenders and
journalists, who could in theory offer protection resources to visual storytellers, are woefully
under-resourced and by and large fail to reach them.

Recommendations

This study has surfaced significant and growing threats to the safety of visual storytellers and
journalists, a lack of resources for their protection, and a worrying lack of safety awareness. Based on
findings from interviews with experienced stakeholders as well as literature research, the following
recommendations are made. No single one of these recommendations is a silver bullet; they should be
seen as a package of inter-connected and related measures.?

The recommendations are to all funders, not just Ford Foundation: the issues described should be of
concern to all social justice and human rights funders.

! These are overall trends, painted in broad brush strokes; of course, there are individual artists, journalists or
funders who buck these trends.

2 The recommendations are based in the research evidence, including the many stakeholder interviews, as well
as the authors’ considerable professional experience. They have been ‘tested’ with a few interviewees but the
lead author takes full responsibility for them.
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Summary and Recommendations

Guiding Principles

Four guiding principles should underpin any initiatives that seek to address safety and security (these
principles are for funders, and do not replicate or seek to go over the same ground as those made in
various excellent existing safety guides).

1. Raising awareness of risk and safety issues is crucial to seed the importance of the issue more
widely in creative communities and connect them with protection organizations. A culture of
safety should be nurtured among visual storytellers and journalists and their funders,
employers and other stakeholders, centered around feminist and holistic principles of
protection, equity, fairness and respect; forging connections, solidarity and support for
networks and safe spaces; an encouragement of collective efforts to define and create
protection practices; strengthening the skills of visual storytellers and journalists; expanding
the social recognition of their work; and self-care, mutual respect and support, and well-
being.

2. Building on the awareness-raising, training and education should be made available to visual
storytellers and filmmakers as well as to funders and other stakeholders. This should include
funding to organizations that specialize in providing risk training and for dedicated
workshops, with specific attention to psychosocial trauma, an often-overlooked aspect.

3. There is a crisis of gender-based violence in countries around the world, and female visual
storytellers and filmmakers face risks and threats that are different and more severe than those
faced by their male colleagues. Their security needs differ from men’s, but there are few
resources and organizations that specialize in providing protection. Visual storytellers and
journalists from indigenous groups, (sexual) minorities, and others who are at a position of
disadvantage or at heightened risk in society also have specific protection needs. Funders
should finance protection organizations to develop an understanding of these overlapping
threats and respond appropriately and holistically.

4. The agency of visual storytellers and journalists should be respected. In the first instance they
should be empowered to invest in their own safety, and that of their crews and any
protagonists or communities potentially at risk. The safety net around them should be made of
local, national and international organizations and networks that specialize in safety and
protection, with the role of each understood and agreed with visual storytellers and
journalists. In principle, safety resources need to be built as close to the ground as possible.

Overarching Recommendations

5. Fund key organizations at the international, regional and national level to engage in a strategy
to raise awareness of safety and protection issues through events (high profile as well as side
events) at established gatherings such as film, journalism, arts, or human rights festivals and
conferences, and, as funders, take active part in that strategy;
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Summary and Recommendations

6. Empower visual storytellers and filmmakers to have control over and invest in their own
protection by:

a.

Starting conversations about safety and funding safety assessments and
protection/mitigation strategies for all stages of a project (including during production and
after launch), separate to any other funding that is provided so grantees are clear that safety
funding does not come out of a grant they would have received anyway. This should cover
risks to physical, digital, legal and reputational safety as well as psychosocial well-being;
Promoting the use of good security protocols;

Making safety training tailored to the needs of visual storytellers and journalists available
to all grantees at low or no cost;

Ensuring the availability of expertise and resources to counter legal, physical, reputational,
psychosocial and digital threats, for example, through retaining specialist lawyers or
purchasing group insurance and making this available to grantees and funded projects (this
could be pooled among several donors);

Supporting initiatives that boost the financial sustainability of the moving image arts
sector, such as a basic income.

7. Invest in resources for visual storytellers and journalists in need of urgent assistance, by:

a.

Ensuring the availability of contingency finance to grantees in need (whether through a

funder’s own means, by purchasing collective insurance for grantees, or otherwise);

Providing long-term, unrestricted funding for existing and emerging protection

mechanisms that can provide emergency assistance to visual storytellers and journalists

under threat. Funding should be targeted on initiatives that are as close to communities of

artists and filmmakers as possible (either geographically, or because they are part of a

community that is geographically dispersed but close-knit in other ways) as these are most

likely to reach individuals in need;

Funding protection mechanisms to invest in their own resources, including appropriate

skills for staff fielding requests;

Funding constant outreach by protection organizations to visual storytellers and journalists

and bridging to communities outside of urban centers and in languages other than the main

national language, to ensure that those at risk and needing emergency assistance are aware

of the existence of protection mechanisms and can trust them;

Funding currently under-funded safety resources:

(1) resources for psychosocial care

(i1) defense against digital threats, negative PR and trolling

(ii1) specialist legal resources, especially in-country

(iv) safe havens close to the countries or regions where the threat is the greatest, and
specifically for visual storytellers and journalists at risk (but de-politicized and styled as
arts residencies, not at-risk residencies).

8. Support hub organizations and solidarity and protection networks of and “bridges” between

communities of artists, filmmakers and human rights and environmental defenders at the
local, national, regional and global level, encouraging the establishment of formal and

informal solidarity networks (and recognizing that keeping these networks going requires an
ongoing effort).
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Summary and Recommendations

9. Given the focus of this study on documentary filmmakers and the dearth of support
specifically for them, strong consideration should be given to supporting the few fledgling
efforts to provide storytellers with protection (specifically, at the international level, the
International Coalition for Filmmakers at Risk and the Sisterhood Foundation, as well as
appropriate national initiatives).

10. To the Ford Foundation, as the instigator of this study: use the Foundation’s convening
power, status and experience of funding in the arts, journalism and human rights to:

a. Convene other funders to bring along on this journey toward a greater culture of safety,
beginning with like-minded funders such as Luminate, IDA, IDFA, Sundance, IMS, Doc
Society, Bertha Foundation, Skoll Foundation, Field of Vision, Oak Foundation and Open
Society Foundations;

b. Bring together key organizations from among its human rights, social justice, arts and free
expression programs (including organizations that specialize in protection) to build bridges
and foster connections.
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. Introduction and methodology

I. Introduction and methodology

This study looks into the safety and security needs, resources and environment of visual storytellers
and visual journalists, with a focus on independent documentary filmmakers (referred to, for short, as
“visual storytellers and journalists”). In particular, this study looks at the resources available to visual
storytellers and journalists when they or those featured in their works come under threat, whether
these resources are sufficient, and how access to them may be improved. The study has a global
scope, but in-depth research has been carried out in Central America, the Andes region and Brazil.

The purpose of this study is to make concrete recommendations to donors and other stakeholders to
help strengthen safety and security resources for visual storytellers and journalists at risk. To this end,
the study is divided into three main parts:

- A discussion of the safety and security needs of visual storytellers and journalists;

- A discussion of existing resources for safety and security of visual storytellers and journalists
under threat, including a mapping of connections between the various stakeholders;

- Suggestions for how protection and access to resources for visual storytellers and journalists
under threat can be improved.

From this, and in particular from the last section, recommendations for action and potential funding
by donors and other stakeholders are drawn.

The study has been led by Peter Noorlander, an independent consultant and expert in the field of
journalists’ safety,’ with a team of researchers in Brazil, Colombia and Mexico: Juliana Lopes,
Camila Marifio, and Agnieszka Raczynska.* The study has been conducted through a combination of
desk research and stakeholder interviews, and additionally informed by the authors’ own considerable
knowledge and experience in the fields of human rights protection and media freedom. The study is
global in its overview, but with a focus on Central and South America, where in-depth research and
interviews were conducted in Brazil, the Andean region and Central America. The findings of these
regional studies (which very much chimed with the global findings) are incorporated throughout the
main text of this study; reports for each of these countries and regions are included as Annexes. A
total of 120 interviews was conducted with stakeholders ranging from visual storytellers and
journalists to funders, human rights activists, academics and representatives of protection mechanisms
for journalists and human rights defenders.

3 peter Noorlander’s LinkedIn page: https://www.linkedin.com/in/peternoorlander/

4 Agnieszka Raczynska, a human rights specialist and consultant to nonprofits and funders on issues related to
Central America and Mexico (https://www.linkedin.com/in/agnieszka-raczynska-24557a172/); Camila Marifio,
international law and human rights consultant (https://www.linkedin.com/in/camilamarinov/en-us/) and
Juliana Lopes, Founder of Pulsar, a knowledge hub on engagement and mobilization tools for system change
(https://www.linkedin.com/in/juliana-lopes-64a1191a/).
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Il. What is the field

II. “Visual storytellers and journalists”—what is “the field”?

As stated in the introduction, this study sets out to determine the safety and security needs and
resources available to “visual storytellers and journalists, with a focus on independent documentary
filmmakers.” As the research evolved and interviews were being conducted, it became increasingly
clear that this is a diverse field with subtle but important differences in terms of threats, challenges,
needs and resources in relation to security.

The overall descriptor of “visual storytellers and journalists” encapsulates different categories and
ranges across various professions, including filmmakers (a category that itself falls into fiction and
nonfiction, and several categories within those); photo and video journalists and visual artists. Each of
these groups move in their own professional circles and don’t necessarily feel that they have a lot in
common with others, apart from the fact that they exercise their right to freedom of speech to report
and comment on issues using visual means.’

Since safety and security resources are often accessed through professional networks and associations,
this has important implications. For example, a number of the documentary filmmakers that we
interviewed did not generally view or want to be viewed as “journalists,” and a number of journalists
felt that documentary filmmakers work to a different code of ethics and do not form part of the
journalistic profession (for example, issues of objectivity are approached very differently). This
means that documentary filmmakers in need of assistance would often not think of reaching out to an
organization established to protect journalists, and journalists’ unions or associations may not
proactively reach out and offer assistance to documentary filmmakers in need.

While this is not a hard and fast rule—international organizations, such as the Committee to Protect
Journalists, have advocated for many filmmakers—it is still an issue that needs to be recognized,
particularly at the national level where journalists’ unions are often organized along fairly strict lines.
Similarly, while a filmmaker could be seen as a visual artist, some artists disagree that filmmakers,
and especially documentary filmmakers, are part of “their” group. We also spoke with others who
strongly thought that photojournalists were artists.' These distinctions, even if seen by some but not by
others, have implications in terms of protection: a filmmaker might not seek assistance from an
organization set up for the protection of artists. Some interviewees advocated that theater artists fall
within the scope of “visual storytellers,” since they increasingly use and produce video." Others
disagreed.

Within the category of journalists, a further distinction can be made between freelancers and
journalists in employment. Each draw on different resources to protect themselves against risk, and
some NGOs are set up to cater specifically and exclusively for freelance journalists.®

5 An unspoken assumption has been only to focus on those visual storytellers and storytellers who report on
issues that are of strong public interest, such as human rights violations or corruption, and who generally
“speak truth to power.”

8 This distinction can be criticized: while generally speaking it is true that a journalist working for a large
organization such as the BBC can draw on more support than a freelance journalist, a well-funded independent
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A further complicating factor is that when filmmakers, artists or journalists report on or criticize
human rights or environmental violations, civil society—especially international civil society—can
sometimes be quick to label them as “human rights defenders” or “environmental defenders.” In some
countries and contexts, the term “artivism” has been coined to describe the use of art for social
activism. But in many countries, artists, filmmakers or journalists themselves do not necessarily
identify as such, or might not even want to be seen as such. Being labelled a “human rights defender”
can have negative political connotations and expose individuals to greater risk. This reticence,
unwillingness or sometimes just lack of awareness can prevent filmmakers, artists or journalists at risk
from seeking assistance from civil society mechanisms set up for the protection of human rights or
environmental defenders (again, this is not a hard and fast rule and some civil society protection
mechanisms do offer protection to these groups—but there is certainly a trend). Further complexity is
introduced by the term “cultural rights defender,” as a distinct constituency within the broader group
of human rights defenders."

These distinctions have real-world implications in terms of protection. Whether someone counts, sees
themselves or can be labelled as one (or several) of the above categories impacts their ability to access
safety and security resources, either from within their own organization or community or
internationally.

While this study aims to be pragmatic and not unnecessarily get hung up on distinctions, they will be
touched on when relevant. In the chapters that follow, this study will use the phrase “visual
storytellers and journalists™ as a catch-all for all those who use visual means to report on issues they
see in the world around them. There has been a de facto focus on documentary filmmakers, since this
is a category of visual storytellers that is both particularly at risk and often ill-equipped to deal with
those risks; and a number of the recommendations to donors are focused on them.

The main implications of these distinctions sit at the level of suggestions to improve protection and
recommendations for donor action. Much of this turns on reaching the right groups and (encouraging)
the building of bridges between groups. It is at this level that donors need to have a keen awareness of
the circles within which different groups move and how they can be best connected.

journalist from the global north is almost invariably better resourced than a photo journalist employed by a
small media outlet in a country in the global south.
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III. Safety and security: threats and needs

A. Agents and drivers of risk

Safety and security of visual storytellers and journalists is closely linked to overall respect for rights
and the extent to which the countries in which they work tolerate independent voices. As respect for
rights declines, the overall safety and security situation of visual storytellers and journalists
deteriorates.

It is well-documented that over the last decade, populism and authoritarianism have been on the rise
everywhere.” Countries thought to be “safe” and respectful of human rights and freedom of
expression have slid back and many countries where authoritarian regimes were in the ascendancy ten
years ago are firmly authoritarian now. The Economist’s “Democracy Index” lists only 23 countries
as full democracies in 2020 and its global average score has fallen to an all-time low since the first
production of the Index in 2006." Other democracy scores and indices and annual reports published by
freedom of expression and artists’ freedom organizations show a similar decline."’ Over the last year,
in many countries repression has accelerated under cover of the Covid-19 pandemic, leading UN
Secretary General Antonio Guterres to warn that “the virus has been used as a pretext in many
countries to crush dissent, criminalize freedoms and silence reporting” and that the world awaits “a
pandemic of human rights abuses in the wake of Covid-19.” He explained:

“Using the pandemic as a pretext, authorities in some countries have deployed heavy-handed
security responses and emergency measures to crush dissent, criminalize basic freedoms,
silence independent reporting and restrict the activities of nongovernmental organizations ...
Human rights defenders, journalists, lawyers, political activists—even medical
professionals—have been detained, prosecuted and subjected to intimidation and surveillance

9ovii

for criticizing government responses to the pandemic.

The combination of backsliding of respect for democratic values in countries previously regarded as
“established” democracies, coupled with the strengthening of authoritarianism in many other
countries has serious implications when it comes to journalism and the production of documentary
film and other forms of art that comment on social issues. Politicians have long understood that
control over the public narrative equals control over the electorate (and even most authoritarian
regimes hold “elections” to remain in power);""! meaning a harsh clampdown on dissenting and
oppositional voices, by any means necessary.

The annual reports of leading groups for the protection of visual storytellers and journalists, such as
the Committee to Protect Journalists and Freemuse, report an ever-rising number of artists, journalists
and filmmakers imprisoned, attacked, harassed or otherwise threatened in their work.”™ Freemuse’s

71t should be noted that the statistics on imprisoned and murdered artists and journalists produced by
organizations such as CPJ and Freemuse represent only those incidents that come to its attention. The actual
numbers of journalists and artists killed or imprisoned is likely to be far higher.
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2021 report on “The State of Artistic Freedom” is grim reading (a remark that can be made for each of
its previous annual reports as well: every year marks an unprecedented high, only for the number of
violations to be even higher the next year). Reporting an increased number of attacks and echoing
Antonio Guterres’s warning about the impact of Covid-19, Freemuse reports:*

“This year ... 17 artists were killed, 82 were imprisoned and 133 detained. Oppressing
artists’ voices has not stopped with the restrictions on cultural events imposed worldwide
following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. On the contrary, it intensified ... A record
high of prosecution and imprisonment of artists happened in the year when artists and the
culture sector have already suffered the loss of their livelihood ... This year’s report
illustrates increasing misuses of blasphemy, anti-terrovism legislation, and Covid-19
measures as pretexts, to silence dissident voices of artists and artworks.”

The Committee to Protect Journalists’ annual reports make for equally grim reading. The number of
journalists reported missing every year has been at a constant high since 2017; the number of
journalists imprisoned is reported as being at an all-time high in 2020, despite the number having
fallen in 2018 and 2019; and while there has been a drop in the number of journalists killed since
2018, the main reason for this is that fewer journalists have been killed in war zones—outside of war
zones, there has been a rise in the number of reporters deliberately murdered for their work.™

Threats emanate not only from populist politicians or authoritarian governments: corporations that
seek to develop large projects, particularly ones that go against the rights and interests of local
populations, often retaliate against visual storytellers and journalists who expose their practices.
Reprisals come in various ways, sometimes in the form of lawsuits, other times with the “assistance”
of corrupt local governments or even in collusion, directly or indirectly, with thugs or with organized
crime groups.® Pre-emptive retaliation and scare tactics are also common.™

Interviewees in a number of countries—in particular, in Central and South America—mentioned
organized crime as another important driver of risk, particularly for visual storytellers and journalists
who report on, or who document, issues related to organized crime. Nearly every year visual
storytellers and journalists are murdered by gangs either in retaliation for or to stop reporting on
them. ™! Interviewees in El Salvador mentioned the murder of Christian Poveda, maker of the
documentary La Vida Loca, a film that chronicled El Salvador’s gangs. Poveda was murdered because,
despite his promises to the contrary, the film was showcased in El Salvador.®

This is a very serious risk and visual storytellers and journalists whose projects touch on these issues
should make sure they have the resources, including specialist advice, for a full risk assessment and to
take measures to minimize and mitigate risks during filming and production as well as following the
release of a film or project. As noted above, visual storytellers and journalists should also be aware

& This concern permeated throughout the interviews conducted for this Study in South America, and has also
been documented by others—for example, throughout the work of organizations such as Earthrights
International (https://earthrights.org/) and Global Witness (https://www.globalwitness.org/en/). Threats
emanate in particular from extractive industries and other industries that exploit natural resources, including
for ‘green’ energy projects such as windfarms that have displaced local populations, for example in Oaxaca,
Mexico (as documented by, amongst others, Peace Brigades International, Wind Farms and Concerns about
Human Rights Violations in Oaxaca: https://pbi-mexico.org/our-publications/pbi-mexicos-briefings).
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that in regions with high levels of corruption local officials or businesses may hire or collude with
organized crime gangs in order to intimidate and scare off visual storytellers and journalists.

The issues reported on or documented are another important driver of risk. While the issues and
sensitivities differ from country to country, several constants arose from the interviews conducted for
this study:

- environmental violations

- human rights violations

- land rights

- rights of indigenous communities

- corruption

- organized crime

- issues around gender equality and rights, particularly feminist issues and LGBTQI rights

- far right politics

- demonstrations and public unrest

Reporting on or documenting these issues attracts enhanced risk. In a number of countries, reporting
from an “independent” or non-aligned point of view is a risk on its own, with independent visual
storytellers and journalists attracting scorn and negative rhetoric from politicians. The same goes for
investigative reporters.

Impunity—the phenomenon whereby human rights violations are not or insufficiently investigated
and perpetrators are not brought to justice—is a growing problem in many countries. Visual
storytellers and journalists whose human rights have been violated increasingly struggle to obtain
justice at the national level, forcing them to appeal to international human rights bodies. Even if they
obtain vindication at that level, often following a struggle of many years, international court decisions
are often implemented minimally if at all and an increasing number of governments ignore them.” As
a result, those who want to suppress dissenting, oppositional or independent voices feel increasingly
able to do so in various ways and those who dare speak truth to power are in the firing line—
sometimes literally so.

In addition to the risk drivers outlined above—intentional threats aimed at silencing visual storytellers
and journalists—many interviewees named a high level of crime and a lack of public security as an
important driver of risk. Several of the focus countries for this research are among those with the
highest murder rates in the world and crime of all sorts is endemic. In such environments reporting
and filmmaking comes with obvious risks.*™ This was mentioned in particular by filmmakers, who
often travel with very visible and expensive equipment and who were acutely aware of the risk of

9 As noted by the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders in his 2019 Annual Report, 15 July 2019:
https://undocs.org/en/A/74/159. The diminishing authority of the international human rights regime has
multiple causes and goes back some time, described as early as 2014: https://sur.conectas.org/en/challenges-
to-the-global-human-rights-regime/. It is not just authoritarian regimes that ignore human rights bodies: the
United Kingdom has refused to accept the ruling by the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention that Julian
Assange’s incarceration was unlawful under international law, and the United States does not accept the
binding power of any international human rights courts. For an overview of the poor state of implementation
of European Court of Human Rights judgments as of January 2021, see https://www.einnetwork.org/countries-
overview.
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robbery. Several mentioned the need for insurance, while also putting in place work routines to
minimize risks (for example, not travelling on public transport, using older cars rather than brand new
ones not to attract attention and seeking the protection of local authorities or communities).

B. Heightened risk / additional challenges

As outlined above, any visual storyteller or journalist who engages in a project that speaks truth to
power, reporting on issues such as corruption, human rights and environmental abuses, organized
crime, or documenting the activities of politicians or businessmen, should expect some form of
“pushback.” However, several factors can pose increased challenges and place journalists, filmmakers
and artists at heightened risk.

Gender

In 2020, 28% of human rights defenders who were murdered because of their advocacy worked for
women’s human rights—the third highest group after land and environmental defenders and LGBTQI
activists.™ Women’s rights as an issue is extremely divisive and the threats faced by those who
advocate for women’s rights are extreme. This situation is reflected when it comes to visual
storytellers and journalists.

Female visual storytellers and journalists face challenges that their male counterparts do not and are at
increased risk of threats. Several female interviewees highlighted the serious challenges that they
experienced. Reports by intergovernmental human rights bodies such as the UN Human Rights
Council and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Representative on Freedom of
the Media have also highlighted the issues.*"" Gender-based violence and threats of violence,
including rape and sexual violence, are rife everywhere. Because of their public profile, female visual
storytellers and journalists are exposed to this even more than other women.

This is a global problem, in conservative societies—where female journalists have been killed in
honor killings by male members of their family™—but also in societies that think of themselves as
more progressive, where female journalists have also been forced to go into exile and suffer threats of
sexual violence with very worrying frequency.*™

In July 2020, the UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women issued a report specifically on
combating violence against women journalists.™ Noting that gender-based violence is a global plague,
the Rapporteur emphasizes the gravity of the threat, including in journalists’ workplaces and
professional environments:

“Women journalists are expected to fit into stereotyped roles and sexualized images of
women and to operate within unequal power relationships between men and women in the
media world. They are often targeted for being highly visible and outspoken and for their
work, especially when they are breaking the rules of gender inequity and stereotypes ...
Gender-based violence against women ... creates a culture of normalization and tolerance of
such violence in society, which means that women journalists and media workers are
operating in an environment whereby systematic and structural gender-based violence forms
part of their daily routine. They are subjected to different forms of gender-based violence,
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including rape and sexual harassment in the newsroom and in the field, and other forms of
intimidation, including threats to their family. Women journalists reporting on protests and
riots are at ever-increasing risk of sexual attacks, with many having experienced groping and
sexual harassment, yet only a few have come forward to report their ordeal. Those reporting
on feminist issues are also threatened for the type of stories they cover, which are often
stories that have contributed to a change in attitude leading to public rejection of gender-
based violence as a human rights violation.”

An April 2021 UNESCO/ICF]J global study on trends in online violence against women journalists
found that reporting on disinformation and linked issues, such as digital conspiracy networks and far-
right extremism, was found to often trigger heightened attacks, and that political figures often
instigate and fuel online violence as well. Reporting on incidents, through mainstream as well as
social media, often triggers “pile-ons” that exacerbate the situation.™

The root causes of gender violence are deep-seated and not easily resolved; they require a cross-
society response. Female visual storytellers and journalists interviewed for this study reported that
they were very aware of the heightened risk to their safety and took steps to mitigate these risks as
best as they could, such as not traveling alone or having males in their crew accompany them in
situations that might become confrontational. At the same time, the lack of resources, recognition of
this as a problem and support, primarily from employers but also from social media companies whose
platforms are a vector for much online abuse, is deeply frustrating.

Identity: minority or indigenous groups, sexual orientation, disadvantaged status, or other
identity
Identity (other than gender) can be an important factor in terms of the threats and risks faced by visual
storytellers and journalists—either because of their own identity, or because of that of the protagonists
in the project they are working on. The specific characteristics that give rise to additional risks differ
from country to country, but patterns are clearly distinguishable—from published research as well as
from the interviews carried out for this study. The following characteristics were highlighted by
interviewees, or have been identified in previous research as placing visual storytellers and journalists
at risk (including from discrimination within their own professional communities):™"

- sexual orientation: reporting on and documenting LGBTQI issues, or by LBGTQI journalists,

filmmakers or artists, attracts backlash in many countries and regions across the world

- membership of a minority ethnic group

- member of an indigenous community

- disadvantaged or lower status in society

This should not be taken as an exhaustive list; from country to country, region to region, society to
society, there may be additional factors (or some of the above factors may not apply). Furthermore,
just looking at each of these characteristics in isolation is likely to give a false picture; an
intersectional approach to risk assessment is needed, taking in all the above characteristics as well as
gender. For example, indigenous women journalists, or lesbian women journalists, are significantly
more likely to suffer online attacks than white heterosexual female journalists. ™"

As with the risks and challenges facing female journalists, the underlying causes of violence against
individuals on the basis of their identity and the challenges they face are deeply rooted and not easily
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addressed.'” Within the context of this study, on safety and resources available to visual storytellers,
those interviewed acknowledged the risks, included them in their risk assessments and took mitigating
factors. Avoiding risks altogether is impossible, particularly if the core message of the project is about
the social justice and human rights issues facing, for example, LGBTI people in a conservative society
and features specific individuals: in these cases, filmmakers need to plan ahead and put in place
contingencies to protect their protagonists post-publication.''

Lacking the support of large media company or production house

Financial and economic issues were highlighted in many of the interviews conducted for this research,
with interviewees pointing out that visual storytellers and journalists who work independently are
often at far greater risk than those who work for a large media outlet or production company.
Freelancers lack the resources of a company to draw on in terms of risk assessments, prevention and
mitigation, or to fall back on in case of threats; and they are usually'? in a more precarious financial
position generally and less likely to be able to invest in safety resources. Covid-19 has made the
situation of freelancers even more precarious, with recent research indicating that the pandemic has
been especially difficult for independent reporters in countries such as Brazil, India, Nigeria or
Vietnam, compounding their already difficult situation.™" The implications for safety are not just
financial: freelance visual storytellers and journalists also lack a supportive structure to fall back on.
A journalist employed in a large media house is likely to be required to follow various safety
protocols; a freelancer, by comparison, needs to make a concerted effort to seek out guidance and
resources. As became clear from the interviews conducted for this study, they often learned by trial
and error; not an optimal way of dealing with potentially life-threatening security issues.
Organizations such as the Rory Peck Trust understand this and exist specifically to offer assistance for
the safety of freelance journalists.

C. Threats

The threats that visual storytellers and journalists are exposed to fall into several distinct categories:

- Physical threats, to their life and security

- Threats of legal action and imprisonment

- Digital threats, threatening the security of communications as well as the safety and integrity
of recorded materials

- Reputational threats, through smear campaigns that undermine the integrity of journalists and
artists (for example by portraying them as “terrorists” or “terrorist sympathizers”)

- Trolling and other attacks

- Threats to psychosocial well-being, as a result of the direct threats suffered but also in the
form of secondary trauma, as a result of witnessing and documenting human rights violations

10 Some interviewees for this study talked about deep seated racism built into the structure of society and
lingering colonial attitudes as underlying factors that exacerbate risks to certain groups.

11 peter Murimi, director of | Am Samuel, a documentary that portrays a gay man living in Kenya, has spoken
about how he had to put in place “drastic measures ... for their security”: Talking to “I am Samuel” Director
Peter Murimi: https://alt-africa.com/2021/04/08/talking-to-i-am-samuel-director-peter-murimi/ (Murimi was
also interviewed for this study).

12 There are of course exceptions, and regional variations are significant: a freelance journalist from the UK or
US may well be better resourced than a journalist employed by a media house in, say, Uganda or Tanzania.
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- Financial or economic threats

In addition to these threats, which were relevant even before the pandemic, many interviewees
experienced Covid-19 as a threat to their health, their livelihood, and an exacerbating factor of other
threats.

Each of these threats has specific consequences, and countering them requires a specific
understanding of its nature. The following salient features need to be understood and taken into
account.

Physical violence

Physical threats range from verbal to actual harm, endangering personal safety as well as equipment
such as cameras, film, hard disks and other tools. In extreme cases, visual storytellers and journalists
have been murdered or suffered severe physical injury; more commonly, they are threatened with
violence or their equipment is damaged or destroyed. While the problem is very urgent in Central and
South America, as evidenced in the country studies in Annex 1 to this report, risks are rising even in
established democracies and countries previously regarded as “safe.” In the Netherlands—often
thought of as a bulwark of democracy—the national broadcaster recently decided to remove its logo
from company vehicles because of persistent violence and threats of violence, and photojournalists
have been violently attacked while on assignment.™ In Denmark and Sweden—ranked third and
fourth in Reporters Without Borders” World Press Freedom Index—journalists have recently been
murdered for their work. ™" Safety should never be taken for granted.

A range of safety needs arises from the threat of violence, including: personal protective equipment,
safety plans and routines that minimize the risk of violence, protection plans for equipment, and
medical assistance and evacuation plans. The complexity of responding to 