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Welcome to the 2018 UCONN Model United Nations Conference! 
 
My name is Clotilde Gannon, although I typically go by Chloe. I’ll be leading the United Nations 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) this year. Our mission within UNHRC is to work together in 
order to ensure all humans are granted the fundamental human rights everyone deserves. UNHRC 
works to give people from all over the world opportunities towards a better future providing aids for 
food, water, education, and security. UNHRC hopes to create future generations of successful and 
healthy people who can pass down their knowledge and skills for years to come. 
 
Within our committee this year, we have two topics to debate. Topic A focuses on human detainees. 
Topic B centers around the freedom of press. Each nation has a particular stance on each of the 
issues presented, but together our committee can come together to create solutions that will provide 
aid for children all around the world. All delegates attending the conference in November should 
come prepared with knowledge about your country’s stance on these topics and what solutions can 
be applied while still respecting your country’s overall customs and culture.  Remember to look back 
and use methods used in the previous years of the UNICEF committee. I look forward to hearing 
each and every one of your ideas in order to fully debate each of our topics. Please do not hesitate to 
jump out of your comfort zone and share your ideas in committee. 
 
As for me, my name is Chloe and I am currently a junior at UConn. I am studying Political Science. 
After I graduate UCONN, I plan to service two years in the Peace Corps. I am originally from 
Orange County, California but moved to Bristol, Connecticut when I was 15 years old to finish out 
high school. Although I love Connecticut and UConn, my heart will always at the beach. I like to 
spend my summers in Long Beach, California with my grandparents. I love to ride my bike, read, 
and spend as much time at the beach as I can. 
 
I look forward to meeting you all! Please do not hesitate to email me with any questions or concerns 
you may have about the upcoming conference. 
  
Clotilde “Chloe” Gannon 
UCMUN 2018 UNHRC Director 
clotilde.gannon@uconn.edu  
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Committee History 

As recent as 2006, the United Nations established the Human Rights Council (UNHRC) as a 

subdivision of the General Assembly which was originally founded in 1945 (ohchr.org). The General 

Assembly is a central organization containing all of the UN 147 member states, therefore the UNHRC 

directly reports to the General Assembly. The new Council replaced the United Nations Commission 

on Human Rights as a way to not only further focus the United Nations, but also more effectively 

battle human rights violations around the globe. 

Granting and protecting fundamental human rights is the main objective of the UNHRC. 

Though the Council is not as large as intended due to its more recent establishment, it is predicted to 

grow in coming years. As of now, the UNHRC comprises of 47 United Nations Member States include 

not only developed countries such as the United States and United Kingdom of Great Britain, but 

also developing countries including South Africa and Croatia (ohchr.org).  

Merely one year after the Council was founded, it adopted an “Institution-building package” 

to develop strategies to establish international humanitarian policies (ohchr.org). Specifically, the 

Universal Periodic Review was created to expand access to a “think tank” available to all United 

Nation Member States. Official representatives of the “think tank” serve to debate and prioritize 

humanitarian actions occurring throughout the globe. The Council has continued the legacy of the 

United Nations Commission on Human Rights by adopting the latter’s UN Special Procedures 

doctrine to maintain existing relations between areas of common concern – including the 

mistreatment of prisons detainees and press restrictions.  
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Topic A: Human Detainees  

Introduction 

Around the globe, there are countless cases of unethical human detainees. Globally there are 

over 30 million people incarcerated (icrc.org). Basic human rights are being violated by arbitrary 

arrests, extensive sentencing, and inadequate resources. A lack of formal arrest and detention 

procedures have the potential to contribute to a corrupt prison system. The United Nations has a 

responsibility to protect people from unjust prison conditions. The United Nations Human Rights 

Council works with countries all around the world, including India, in hopes of promoting human 

rights – such as the rights of detainees. 

 

Figure 1.1: India has made claims since 2006 to implement more human rights into their society after disputes with the 
United Nations. In 2016, marches around the state became more common as India decided to follow through with their 

promises to protect their citizens. (Source: Raghu Menon) 
 

 
         In many countries around the world, there are not clearly enforced police measures, including 

arrest procedures and detainments. Many countries do not have legislation to protect detainees, nor a 

system which encourages citizens to know the rules of society. When state laws are common 
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knowledge, it may be easier for people to avoid carrying out such actions that would result in 

imprisonment. Protective legislation is an important aspect of an ethical judicial system, such as time 

sentencing legislation.  Time sentencing legislation is a protective measure to ensure crimes are not 

punished too severely. Legislation may specify a range of different penalties which are viewed fair in 

the eyes of the law. These laws are not present in every country, leading to longer prison sentences. 

Over-sentencing contributes to resource shortages and an inability for ex-convicts to reintegrate into 

society. Normative legislation, the laws that apply to citizens of a given country, must also apply to 

immigrants, thus defending people of all kinds. In some countries around the world over half of the 

prison population are foreigners(icrc.org). In 2018, the United States Department of Justice reported 

one in five prisoners are immigrants(justice.gov). High population of immigrants not only derives 

from discrimination, but widespread unawareness of state laws.  

UNHCR needs to work together to create rehabilitation proposals within the prisons 

themselves. Prisons should provide education opportunities and future employment skills to decrease 

the number of repeat offenders. Harsh prison conditions may affect not only physical health, but 

mental health. (icrc.org) Mental health services are an important factor that are often lacking from 

prison institutions. Mental health services not only help the prisoner while being detained, but teach 

healthy coping mechanisms to prevent future detainments. To change existing imprisonment patterns, 

UNHCR must work together to create initiatives to implement and oversee judicial systems where 

needed throughout the world.  

 

History and Description of the Issue 

          In any complex political system, there needs to be a set of rules (i.e. laws)  that citizens must 

abide by in order to ensure peace and prosperity. A high-functioning society maintains public order 

by ensuring that citizens follow the laws set in place. The state officials regulate community laws by 
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sanctioned punishments, which take place when a law is infringed. Today, the most common form of 

societal punishment is imprisonment. Imprisonment is not a new innovation, but stems back to the 

Mesopotamian civilization, followed by others such as the ancient Chinese legal system, ancient Greek 

civilization and the ancient Roman civilization (ancient-origins.net). The oldest code from the 

Mesopotamian civilization is called the Code of Ur-Nammu, which declares that if a man kidnaps 

another, he shall be imprisoned and a mandatory fine will be imposed on his family (ancient-

origins.net). The most well-known Mesopotamian law is called the Code of Hammurabi – which obtains 

the written ancient Mesopotamian laws and punishments (ancient-origins.net). The stele, dating from 

1782-1750 BC, publicizes if a man is in debt he may be imprisoned, but if the imprisoned man dies an 

unlawful death while in custody, his abuser may be punished (ancient-origins.net). 

 

Figure 1.2: The Code of Hammurabi from the ancient Mesopotamia world. An inscription of the laws and punishments 
are the faint markings on the stele. (Source: ancient-origins.net) 

  

The protections from the ancient Mesopotamian society reveal abuse in prisons dating back to their 

origin, despite the moral judgement of detainment treatment being considered and acted upon. 
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The ancient Chinese is another legal system throughout history. The Chinese had a different 

approach than the Mesopotamians’ system of punishment that involved a school of Legalism which 

contained harsh practices (ancient-origins.net). In the school of Legalism, all crimes were universal to 

all members of the society – as well as cruel. The ancient Chinese performed violent acts that used 

wooden collars and cages (ancient-origins.net). 

 

Figure 1.3: A stone portrait dating back to the Tang Dynasty in 723 AD picturing commonly used punishment practices 
within the school of Legalism. (Source: ancient-origins.net) 

 
 
         Similar to the ruthless punishments enforced by the ancient Chinese civilization, the ancient 

Greek civilization enacted inhumane punishments as a form of rehabilitation (ancient-origins.net). 

Prisoners were often stoned, burnt alive, and crucified. The Greek civilization saw prison as a death 

sentence as opposed to a rehabilitation center. The ancient Roman civilization had a similar point of 

view, leaving immeasurable people to die within their prisons (ancient-origins.net). 

As time has gone on, extreme practices such as those that took place in the ancient Chinese, 

Greek, and Roman civilizations are less common, but the mistreatment of prisoners is nonetheless a 

global problem. Humans are being deprived from fundamental rights all around the world. Due to the 
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recent founding of the United Nations Human Rights Council, legislation from them is more recent 

than other organizations within the United Nations. United Nation organizations such as United 

Nations Human Rights Council and United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees have created 

standards, procedures, and protections for human detainees. The United Nations Human Rights 

Office of the High Commissioner (OHCHR) released an International Human Rights Standards for 

Prison Officials in 2005 (ohcrh.org). The OHCHR declared that not only are all people entitled to be 

treated with respect and humanity, but torture or degrading punishment is never acceptable. The 

United Nations defined torture as, “severe physical or mental pain or suffering [which] is intentionally 

inflicted on a person”. The Standards of Prison Officials also defined ill-treatment as “acts of cruel, 

inhuman or degrading treatment of punishment which do not amount to torture”. The released 

document covers universal legislation protecting standards of living, prison safety regulations, non-

discrimination policies, treatment of women and children, along with long-term prison sentences. In 

2012, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees has published a set of guidelines for 

asylum-seekers across the world. The document outlines the basic fundamental rights of the asylum-

seekers comprising standards of legitimate arrest, non-discriminatory detainments, victims of torture, 

children, disabled prisoners, and sexuality protections (ohcrh.org). The United Nations has worked 

together through multiple organizations to solve the unethical treatments and conditions behind 

imprisonment. The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) continues the work of other 

committees to protect prisoners all around the globe. 

 

Current Status 

         The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) has publicized their focus on helping 

asylum seekers in detention centers across the globe. One of the main initiatives is called the ‘Global 

Strategy – Beyond Detention 2014-2019’ (unhcr.org). The main goal of the program is to assist local 
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governments in creating policies concerning the detention of asylum-seekers. The agenda is primarily 

focused on the treatment of children during detention, but extends a commitment to all immigrants 

(unhcr.org). The Global Strategy is designed to work with local governments and other international 

organizations to recover and enact effective policies to ensure ethical detention conditions for all 

asylum-seekers (unhcr.org). The Global Strategy has announced its three main objectives for the 

UNHCR program. The first two goals involve ending the detention of children and establishing safe 

legal alternatives for immigrants (unhcr.org). The last goal is to guarantee, when necessary, safeguarded 

detention conditions with international standards (unhcr.org). Detention centers are assumed to be 

monitored by national governments, but the UNHRC is committed to overseeing that governments 

adhere to the international guidelines they set. The plan of action comprises of raising awareness of 

unethical practices, advocating protective detention policies, and campaigning for strengthened 

relationships between national governments (unhcr.org). The UNHRC has effectively followed their 

initiatives, and plans to expand in the next five years. As of now, they have stabilized stronger 

relationships with numerous developed and undeveloped countries from different parts of the world 

including Canada, Hungary, Indonesia, Israel, Lithuania, Malaysia, Malta, Mexico, Thailand, the United 

Kingdom, the United States, and Zambia (unhcr.org). 

         The UNHRC has worked to establish universal guidelines on the treatment of detainees who 

have been unethically deprived of their personal liberties. (ohchr.org) The Report of the Working 

Group on Arbitrary Detention covers not only detention center conditions, but the principles upon 

which humans are initially detained. The document proclaims that any court of law must not be biased, 

and that lawful representation must be granted to the suspect in question (ohchr.org). Principle 4 

renounces all acts of arbitrary arrests, even in a state of war, armed conflict, or state of emergency 

(ohchr.org). Principle 5 discusses non-discrimination policies. Unlawfulness detainments made 

through on the bias of discrimination are prohibited by the guidelines set by the UNHRC. Race, color, 
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sex, age, and social origin are all protected by the discriminatory guidelines of the document 

(ohchr.org). Principle 7 addresses the issue of a detainee being aware of the reason for their arrest 

(ohchr.org). It is unprincipled to hold someone captive without their knowledge of wrongdoing and 

the length of their detention. Principle 9 states there is a responsibility for each nation to ensure a 

person has the right to a fair trial in a court of law, despite ethnic origins (ohchr.org). Apart from these 

principles, the document produced on the rights of detainees goes into detail on specific rights, 

including on the subject of the arrest process, court trials, management of immigrants, treatment of 

women and children, and the responsibility of protecting those with disabilities, even mental illnesses 

(ohchr.org). 

 

Figure 1.4: The hands of asylum-seekers who have been unethically detained. (Source: unhcr.org) 

 

         Along with efforts made by the United Nations, there are also non-profit organizations that 

contribute to helping detainees across the world. All of Us or None is an organization committed to 

telling the stories of prison discrimination (freebirdpublishers.com). The organization works with 
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current inmates as well as former inmates. The life of prison can be a discouraging environment for 

prisoners and staff. The Human Kindness Foundation is an organization committed to strengthening 

relationships with prisoners and their guards while reminding them there is a world outside of prison 

(freebirdpublishers.com). When prisoners are held captive, it is difficult for them to remember life 

outside cell walls. Adopt an Inmate is a non-profit organization that connects volunteers with 

detainees to provide them with personal relationships and networks (adoptaninmate.org). The 

volunteers write letters to inmates and keep the detainees involved with the outside world, reminding 

them that there is a future waiting for them outside the walls of prison (adoptaninmate.org). Many 

organizations advocate and raise awareness for victims of detainment. Together, the UNHCR and 

other non-profits can all help victims of corrupt justice systems. The non-profit organizations prove 

there is domestic work being done in countries all over the world. The work of the UNHRC shows 

the international cooperation of working towards a better world with safe and ethical detainment 

practices. 

 

Figure 1.5: Adopt an Inmate connects inmates with citizens outside of prison. The volunteer opens their mind to a 
person in a disheartening situation, while the inmate remembers there is life, and kindness, outside of the bars of prison. 

(Source: adoptaninmate.org) 
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Bloc Positions 

The mistreatment of human detainees occurs both developing and developed countries. 

Unfortunately, most countries have been involved with unfair detainment practices including the 

United States, Italy, Spain, Hungary, France, Belgium, Estonia, Cyprus, Luxemburg, Russia, Uganda, 

and sub-Saharan Africa. Although the United Nations has passed several resolutions in order to 

prioritize the fair treatment of prisoners, there continues to be an influx of corrupt justice systems 

around the globe. 

         The United States obtains a higher incarcerated population than any other country, aside from 

Russia and Rwanda. (hrw.org) Although the United States has declared specific rights of human 

detainees in their Bill of Rights, there are inconsistencies in the modern treatment of prisoners. The 

5th Amendment protects detainees from self-incrimination as well as a right to a grand jury, while the 

6th Amendment provides the right to a court trial with an impartial jury. (nccs.net) The 8th Amendment 

of the Bill of Rights states there shall not be cruel or unusual punishments inflicted on prisoners. 

(nccs.net) Despite these protective constitutional amendments, the United States has continuously 

been involved with the mistreatment of inmates. 

         The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) has provided documentation that a minimum of 

200,000 people are commonly held in long-term solitary confinement. (aclu.org) Such harsh treatment 

causes a series of physical and mental illnesses. (aclu.org) The Human Rights Watch has also reported 

an abundance of sexual abuse, physical abuse, and unsanitary living conditions in prisons across 

America – such as in Auburn Prison, which is located in New York. (hwr.org) 
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Figure 1.6: Auburn Prison in the state of New York. (Source: hrw.org) 

 

         Under the Bush Administration, there is evidence the United States Central Intelligence 

Agency was aware of human detainees being “water boarded” – a harsh form of torture (hrw.org). 

One of the most notorious examples of this is the infamous Guantanamo Bay.  Guantanamo Bay is 

an unethical detention center in Cuba, which was controlled by the United States military. 

“Waterboarding”, among other torture measures have been investigated within this detention center. 

(hrw.org) 

In a Supreme Court case, McCarthy v. Madigan, it was decided that a prisoner does not have 

the ability to vote or file a court action. The decision reflects the unwillingness of the United States 

Congress to change the policies associated with imprisonment. (hrw.org) Passed in 1996, The Prison 

Litigation Reform Act (PLRA) denies prisoner access to judicial court systems, ultimately leaving 

abused prisoners to remain unheard (hrw.org). 

         On the other hand, the European Union has imposed regulations on the treatment of human 

detainees, particularly immigrants, to ensure basic human rights of prisoners are respected. The 

European Prison Rules were adopted in 1987, but were amended in 2006. (europarl.europa.eu) The 

standards include necessary prison accommodations and resources as well as prohibits torture and 

discrimination. (europarl.europa.eu) There are also standard procedures for inmates with mental 
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health illnesses. In order to be a part of the European Union, countries have to abolish the death 

penalty, as it is seen as a cruel punishment. The Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) has 

specific guidelines prohibiting overcrowding, which is a common issue within European prisons. 

(europarl.europa.eu) Despite regulations, Lithuania and Latvia have been reported to have some of 

the highest incarnation rates in the European Union with levels close to Russia 

(europeanbusinessreview.eu). Although there has been a 6.8 percent decrease in prison populations 

across Europe, overcrowding has continued to be a problem throughout the continent 

(europeanbusinessreview.eu). Overpopulation and a lack of resources has been frequently reported in 

many European countries including Italy, Spain, Hungary, France, Belgium, Estonia, Cyprus, and 

Luxembourg (europeanbusinessreview.eu). 

 

Figure 1.7: European prisons have experienced overcrowding despite incarceration levels decreasing. (Source: 
europeanbusinessreview.eu) 

 
 

         Russia has some of the highest incarceration rates in the world (hrw.org). The nation is known 

for long irrational prison sentences with limited rights. (hrw.org) In Russia, there is a complete ban on 

prisoner voting. (hrw.org) In 2017, there were peaceful protests in Moscow, which resulted in violent 
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police arrests. There are reoccurring reported mass detentions, beatings, and flared hearings (hrw.org). 

Prisoners in Russia are often sent away to distant parts of the country via train. (independent.co.uk) 

The trains date back to the Soviet Union and commonly called are “Stolypins” (independent.co.uk). 

The overcrowded trips are days long with inadequate sanitary conditions. The “Stolypins” are 

essentially overcrowded metal boxes that serve to make mass amounts of detainees disappear 

(independent.co.uk). Generally, there has not been much prison reform in Russia, all while rapidly 

increasing incarceration rates persist (hrw.org). 

 

Figure 1.8: “Stolypins” are overcrowded with uncomfortable conditions for long travel periods. (Source: 
independent.co.uk) 

 

 In general, China is an overpopulated country located in a region that is heavily populated by 

communist values and beliefs. As of June 2014, China is estimated to have 1.7 million people 

incarcerated. (statista.com) China has one of the highest incarceration rates, behind the United States. 
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(statista.com) Labor is often the outcome to imprisonment, contributing to the growing economy 

(actforlibraries.org). Prison rehabilitation includes labor training as well as education systems 

(actforlibraries.org). Chinese prison laws state there must be adequate sanitation with proper hygiene 

standards (actforlibraries.org). Despite national standards, protocols are not always followed. Amnesty 

International has stated that torture is often committed in pre-trial settings, typically to suspects of 

disrupting the political sphere (amnesty.org). Torture is used as a way to gain information from 

potential criminals as well as discipline inmates. The torture in Chinese prison comes in a variety of 

ways; physical abuse may involve beating, limb stretching, and electrical shockings (amnesty.org). 

There are reports in which a man was physically hung from the ceiling for hours on end. A common 

practice is bending body parts in painful positions, such as legs and feet; handcuffs are often used. 

Many prisoners refer to an ‘iron chair’ in which they are forced to sit for many days without sufficient 

food or water (amnesty.org). Chinese Prisons also use psychological measures including sleep 

deprivation and solitary confinement. (amnesty.org) Chinese prisons may inflict drastly changing 

temperature such as extreme hot or colds.  

         The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) was established in 1981, but 

not enacted until 1986 (contranocendi.org). Also known as the Banjul Chapter, the African Charter 

was intended to guarantee human rights throughout the continent. Article 5 addresses the issue of 

torture, stating any “exploitation of man” is prohibited – including slavery and cruel punishments 

(contranocendi.org). The charter included non-discriminatory clauses, including race and gender, that 

were to be respected. The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) was the 

next step in protecting detainees across Africa (contranocendi.org). In 1999, the Organization of 

African Unity (OAU) adopted the ACRWC where there was further legislation to protect children 

detainees (contranocendi.org). Unfortunately, these articles are often ignored. Torture does indeed 

commonly occur in regions throughout Africa.  
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Kampala, Uganda is a region in central Africa where torture measures often take place. The 

unethical practices in Kampala include unlawful detainments with arbitrary arrest. There are many 

reports of police beatings in Ugandan prisons. The beatings can be so severe and occasionally end in 

inmate deaths (hrw.org). People may be detained for long sentences after committing petty crimes. 

The Human Right Watch found evidence of intense beatings during police integrations as well as 

shock torture (hrw.org). Often times suspects do not receive court trials often leading to undeserved, 

harsh prison sentences. There is a lack of resources that leads to insufficient food intakes and little 

sanitation. Harsh conditions lead to mental illnesses and increased anger. High levels of anger cause 

more violence between the inmates and guards.  

 South Africa comprises approximately 10 percent of the total African population, while their 

incarceration rates make up one-third of the total continent population (unodc.org). Sub-Saharan 

Africa is infiltrated with HIV across the region with approximately two-thirds of the population 

infected (unodc.org). Consequently, the infection has affected the local prisons in the sub-Saharan 

region. International resources confirmed sub-Saharan African prisoners are more likely to be infected 

than the regional population (unodc.org). The risk of HIV is increasingly spread throughout local 

prison systems due to high incarceration rates, poor food and nutrition, lack of healthcare, unsanitary 

conditions, and drug use (unodc.org). Not only are inmates affected, but members of the outside 

community, such as workers and visitors, are too. As more members of the community come into 

contact with infectious situations, the more the virus spreads within their families and then further 

into society.  

         International agreements are being violated worldwide. There are many governments with 

domestic legislation to protect human detainees, but offenses are still occurring globally. There is a 

growing problem of the mistreatment of human detainees around the world, in both developing and 

developed countries. 



UCMUN 2018 United Nations Human Rights Council 

 

Committee Mission 

The UNHRC has made it their mission to protect human detainees all around the world. There 

are victims of unjust judicial systems that need aid by the UNHRC. The UNHRC must be committed 

to raising awareness of the unethical practices across the globe. Poor sanitary conditions must be taken 

into account. Aid for resources is essential, human detainees are lacking basic necessities. Mental 

health policies need to be drafted by nations across the world. Education systems need to be 

introduced into prison systems where employment skill sets can be learned, teaching valuable work 

skills will help lower the rates of returning inmates. Prison systems need to prepare prisoners for 

reintegration into society. Immigrant detainments need to be universally addressed. The UNHRC 

must ensure rights for all humans, no matter what gender, race, religion, ethnicity or sexual orientation. 

Nondiscrimination policies need to be a central part of all prison systems. Arbitrary arrests must to be 

eliminated. There needs to be legislation on the arrest process, and the right for proper representation. 

Human detainees deserve a fair chance to prove their innocence and lower their sentences, this will 

help with the overpopulation and overcrowding in prisons. The end goal on the United Nations 

Human Rights Council is to create international agreements that will not be easily be violated by all 

committed countries. 

 

Questions to Consider 

1. What laws does your country impose concerning human detainees?  

2. Does your country have legislation in order to protect immigrant detainees? 

3. Does your country impose the legislation set in place?  

4. Are there education systems built into your country’s prison systems?  

5. Does your country mandate mental illness care? 
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Topic B: Freedom of Press 

Introduction 

           A free press is essential to a developed civil society. An area of free press is considered to be 

an environment where political news is widely covered with the guaranteed protection of journalists. 

When the press is persuaded by politicians or other influential members of society, it is not considered 

to be free. When discussing issues concerning the freedom of press not only should a journalist’s free 

voice be held into account but also the public’s access to information. Communication within society 

helps develop and circulate political and social views. By sharing information, citizens have the power 

to learn about their country’s ongoing issues and work as a community to resolve nationwide 

problems. For citizens of a country to come together they must be able to trust the press. Reliable 

press is important and requires a commitment of news outlets to report honestly. Journalists not only 

need to be dedicated to writing the truth, but need the power to speak the truth – despite critics’ 

disagreements. When journalists are able to speak freely, their audiences are able to form their point 

of views based on many new outlets ultimately leaving the reader more knowledge and able to make 

decisions for themselves.  

Within the last 13 years global press freedom has declined due to threats to journalists within 

democracies as well as authoritarian states restrictions to media. As of 2018, only 13 percent of the 

world has access to a free press (freedomhouse.org), whereas forty-five percent of the world 

population lives in an environment where free press is not permitted. Territories rated with the lowest 

levels of free press are Azerbaijan, Crimea, Cuba, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Syria, 

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan (freedomhouse.org). 

         Freedom of press can be violated by restrictive legislation, which denies journalists the power 

to report true findings. Many authoritarian countries in sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, and Asia 
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use legislation to restrict online voices and shut down broadcast outlets at times of political unrest and 

elections. Another violation of free press is political persuasion of journalists.   

For example; leaders in Poland and Hungry are known to manipulate media outlets by using their 

influence on journalists and broadcasters (freedomhouse.org). Political inference within news 

ultimately tarnishes the reputation of the press which leads to an unaware society. 

 

Figure 2.1: 2018 political cartoon regarding the freedom of press. (Source: freedomhouse.org) 

 

When a nation's issues are not reported truthfully, they are nearly impossible to address and 

resolve. A free press is part of a process in defining a free society.  In 1993, the United Nations General 

Assembly showed their dedication to the development of press by announcing May 3rd is “World Press 

Freedom Day” (unesc.org). The intention of creating a devoted day to free press is to celebrate the 

evolution of press that has been made and encourage more progress by raising awareness. 
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The United Nations has committed to tackling the problem of limited press through multiple 

of their organizations. It is important that the United Nations Human Rights Council dedicated 

themselves to the mission of spreading the freedom of press. We must continue the progress that has 

been made in order to keep moving forward.  

 

History and Description of the Issue 

One of the most astonishing characteristics that separates homo sapiens from other species is 

its ability to articulate and comprehend complex language. Archeologists have discovered written 

language systems dated back to the fourth millennium BC (democracyweb.org). As language advanced 

within society, sovereign leaders sought to control expression in order to sway opinions and remain 

in power. Freedom of speech is the right to express thoughts and opinions without government 

limitation (history.com). Along with critics of free speech, there are supporters dating back to ancient 

Greece. 

During the fifth century BC, Pericles stated the freedom of expression is a fundamental 

characteristic of democracy. Dating back to the ninth century, the Greek poet Homer publicly 

encouraged free expression (democracyweb.org). Freedom of expression was thought to be a 

fundamental aspect of ancient Greek society. Yet despite important leaders in favor of the freedom 

of speech, rulers in power conquered lands and imposed restrictive speech regulations. Throughout 

the fourth century BC, the influential philosopher Socrates expressed unpopular views through his 

writings and teachings. In 399 BC ancient Athens, Socrates was tried and executed for unauthorized 

teachings (Professor Douglas O. Linder). Freedom of expression ideology may have originated in 

ancient Greece, but along with advancements came setbacks. The battle of freedom of speech then 

spread to different parts of the world ensuring specific leaders remained in power.  
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Figure 2.2: Ancient Greek philosopher Socrates. (Source: Professor Douglas O. Linder) 

 

         As time went on, censorship became more prevalent within societies. Before the 18th century 

period of enlightenment, restricted speech was a major principle of governance within Europe. States 

and governments controlled not only criticisms of rulers, but specific ideologies and teachings as a 

whole. During the 16th century the Vatican was the main enforcer of censorship (democracyweb.org). 

In 1559, the Catholic Church’s Congregation published a list of books that were forbidden from the 

public. From 1559 to 1966, many scholarly works were expelled in the United Kingdom on orders of 

the Catholic Church (churchandstate.org.uk). The list contained many works of scientists and 

mathematicians who expressed Western traditions. Galileo Galilei’s Dialogues on the Two World Systems 

appeared on the list posted by the Catholic Church (churchandstate.org.uk). Despite the effort to 

silence Galileo, ultimately, he did not comply. The groundbreaking scientist was sentenced to a life in 

prison after publicly confirming Nicolaus Copernicus’s theories of planetary orbits around the sun. 

During the 16th century in the United Kingdom, the Catholic Church governed state affairs until 1534 

which lead to the restriction of ideologies and flow of information.  
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Figure 2.3: The great scientist, Galileo Galilei. (Source: Democracy Web)  

From the beginning of philosophies emphasizing free speech, there have been people with 

hopes of restricting speech. Whether speech is written text or physically spoken, the power of 

knowledge is limitless. Influential societal rulers typically have covert intentions when restricting 

speech, but it is important for citizens within society to demand the truth.  

 

Current Status           

  Research shows as of 2018 that forty-five percent of the world population does not have a 

safe access to a free press (freedomhouse.org). Despite the significance of having a free press within 

a society, only thirteen percent of the globe has legal access to a free press (freedomhouse.org). The 

United Nations has dedicated themselves to the issue of limited press through not only the Human 

Rights Council (UNHRC), but also other branches of the organization such as the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and United Nations Security Council. 
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         In 1993, UNESCO declared May 3rd as “World Press Freedom Day.” UNESCO has made 

tremendous progress raising awareness to citizens around the globe. World Press Freedom Day is not 

only dedicated to informing people of the issues associated with limited press, but celebrates the 

accomplishments made by journals and legislators who are committed to legalizing a free press. Each 

year on World Press Freedom Day, UNESCO awards the Guillermo Cano World Press Freedom 

Prize to a journalist who has shown a copious perseverance to fighting for the freedom of press 

(un.org). Since the 1990s, other organizations within the United Nations have shown their concern 

for the safety and legitimacy of a free press around the globe. 

 

Figure 2.4: Photo Journalists in Juba, South Sudan. (Source: UN Photo by Isaac Billy) 

 

         In 2012, the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) unanimously passed the first 

resolution regarding free press via the internet (loc.gov/law). The UNHRC adopted a resolution 

protecting free speech on the Internet. Along with the United States, China and Cuba passed the 

resolution despite a controversial debate (loc.gov/law). In the current era, the Internet is an effective 

way to spread information. Due to the increasing widespread access to the Internet, there is a need to 

protect journalists around the globe. The resolution asserts that individuals are entitled to the same 

rights online as they are offline (loc.gov/law). The UN resolution also states the Internet is the driving 
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force of modern-day media (loc.gov/law). Not only should a journalist have the right to report facts 

freely, but their physical safety needs to be guaranteed. 

         Increasing numbers of journalists being harmed around the globe triggered the UN Security 

Council to debate the safety of journalists. The security voiced unease concerning the accumulating 

danger to media personnel including murders, kidnapping, and hostage-taking (un.org). United Nation 

researchers stated 61 journalists were killed in 2014 alone, while 221 journalists were taken prisoner 

(un.org). The Islamic State in Iraq is reported to be responsible for a substantial portion of the attacks 

on journalists. In response to the cumulating attacks, the Security Council unanimously adopted 

Resolution 2222, which aims to protect the safety of journalists – on and off-line (un.org). Through 

the resolution the Council has committed to sending United Nations peacekeepers to areas of concern, 

as well as organize special political missions as needed. The United Nations Security Council states it 

is their responsibility to take part in the progression of journalism – their safety being a top priority. 

         The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) continued the progress of journalist 

safety by passing a similar resolution in 2016. The resolution states all United Nation member states 

must implement strategies to protect all media personnel. The resolution specifically encourages the 

creation of special investigative units and appointment of specialized prosecutors. The establishment 

of databases listing threatened journalists and high-risk attackers is recommended through the 

resolution as well as rapid response mechanisms to further physical protection (coe.int). Finally, the 

resolution asks all UN member states to release all media personnel who have been arbitrarily detained. 

         Although there is still progress to be made, the United Nations has dedicated themselves to 

finding solutions to the problem of a limited press. Throughout the years there has been more 

resolutions passed concerning the freedom of press. Time can only tell about the future of an open 

press, but the United Nations will continue their efforts on creating a world where knowledge is free 

flowing – from all media outlets. 
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Bloc Positions  

      Due to threats to journalists and media outlets increasing within the last few years global press 

freedom has declined tremendously since 2003 (freedomhouse.org). Thirteen percent of the world has 

access to free press leaving forty-five percent of the world without free press. The remaining forty-

two percent of the world has a partly free press system where media is limited and restricted due to 

politicians and rulers. Globally, the countries ranked to have the least amount of “free” press are 

Azerbaijan, Crimea, Cuba, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Syria, Turkmenistan, and 

Uzbekistan (freedomhouse.org). Not only authoritarian states but democracies have limitations to 

their countries media system. 

Figure 2.5: Global Index of World Press Freedom. (Source: Freedom House) 

         The United States of America is a developed country where free press is a given right under 

the 1st amendment. According to the Bill of Rights, the 1st amendment guarantees freedoms 

concerning religion, expression, assembly, and the right to petition (law.cornell.edu). The 1st 

amendment is supposed to keep governments, corporations, and people accountable for their actions. 

Despite the rights given under the 1st amendment, freedoms are still violated. Many presidents, 
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including current President Donald Trump has criticized the press and tried to minimize their role 

within the government. The act of rulers violating the freedom of press is the exact reason it is so 

important. Citizens who know their rights can work together to ensure their rights are not violated. 

When a free press is a granted right in a country, there is increased chances citizens will be aware of 

not only their political surroundings, but their rights overall. 

 Whereas the United States has press freedom embedded into their Bill of Rights, countries in 

the Middle East do not have similar rights. Overall the Middle East collectively has the lowest levels 

of press freedom in the world with a median position of 145 out of 180 (alaraby.co.uk). According to 

the 2017 World Press Freedom Index calculated between 2016 and 2017, press freedom has decreased 

dramatically, particularly in the Middle East region including Israel (alaraby.co.uk). Within the Middle 

East, Mauritania has the highest levels of press freedom at a ranking of 45 out of 180. On the other 

hand, Turkey’s position decreased to 155 out of 180 in 2016 ranking lower than other restrictive 

countries such as Russia, Belarus, Pakistan, and Burma (alaraby.co.uk). Turkey has been called the 

“world’s biggest jailer of journalists” after hundreds of journalists have been imprisoned and charged 

with terrorist motives (alaraby.co.uk). In 2016 Reporters Without Borders released a report on ‘World 

Freedom Predators’ exposing mainly Arab rulers. Throughout the report rulers in Egypt, Sudan, Saudi 

Arabia, Bahrain, and Syria were implicated of spreading false information in order to maintain control 

of their regimes. Syria was ranked the lowest within the region and the fourth lowest ranked regime 

in the world (alaraby.co.uk). In 2016, Reporters Without Borders named Syria as the deadliest country 

in the world for journalists. Only Turkmenistan, Eritrea, and North Korea had lower levels of press 

freedom than Syria within their societies.  
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Figure 2.6: Photo of Mahmoud Abdel Shakour, an Egyptian photographer, who was arrested for documenting a police 
dispersal. (Source: Robert Cusack) 

 
 
 Media in North Korea is completely censored by ruler Kim Jong II including ideas and 

opinions of both producers and consumers (pbs.org) . Kim Jong II controls every aspect of media 

production, circulation, and access (pbs.org). The media in North Korea is dominated by the Korean 

Central New Agency (KCNA) where state propaganda is spread in order to maintain support for the 

regime. Typically, journalists are not safe to enter into North Korea due to the risk of imprisonment 

and forced labor. Occasionally foreign journalists are permitted to enter North Korea but only in 

specific regions where they are closely monitored by government officials (pbs.org). Although 

technology has served to help other regions gain access to a truthful press, this is not the case in North 

Korea. Media censorship in North Korea goes beyond journalists but into the homes of citizens. All 

televisions and radios but be registered with the government and are customized to prevent any 

outside source of media (pbs.org). Only government regulated media is permitted through household 

technology. 
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         In 2017 Southeast Asia has seen their world press freedom decrease dramatically with a 

growing threat for journalists especially in Philippines, Cambodia, and Malaysia.  Many independent 

news outlets have faced challenges from authoritarian rulers who have been shutting down media 

outlets. The Prime Minister in Cambodia, Hun Sen, has publicly glorified the United States President 

Donald Trump’s war on fake news, setting goals to act in a similar manner (cfr.org). The Cambodian 

Prime Minister has shut down multiple radio networks in order to contain truthful news. Hun Sen has 

used the limited media to further his political career and remain in power. In Thailand, the government 

has openly dismissed media outlets and detained journalists who did not comply with their restrictive 

legislation. Pappler is one of the largest independent news outlets in the Philippines. In recent years, 

rappler has been heavily investigated under current President Rodrigo Duterte’s regime (cfr.org). The 

Philippines government has publicly stated Rappler is releasing “fake news” and is now at risk of 

shutting down due to government pressures.  

 The Russian government dominates over independent media outlets diffusing patriotic 

propaganda. Media is used by the regime to mobilize support for military intrusions such as the 2014 

attack on Ukraine and the 2015 airstrikes in Syria (freedomhouse.org). Propaganda filled news outlets 

are also used to present a strong front in the face on economic downfall. National news agencies are 

used to keep politicians in power and create the political landscape they desire. Freedom of press is 

protected within the Russia constitution, but corrupt government officials do not follow the sanctions 

made within the legislation. The corrupt court system in Russia is used to attack and punish journalists 

for speaking against the government and revealing horrific truths. Broad Russian laws have allowed 

officials the power to deem journalists as an “extremist” where they can be silenced and legally 

punished. In 2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin added to legislation that banned journalists from 

writing about casualties during a time of war to including casualties during peacetime operations, 

specifically mentioning any military interactions with Syria and Ukraine (freedomhouse.org). The 
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Russian government has used similar practices to North Korea where websites can be blocked that 

seem to contain “extremist” news. Journalists are often imprisoned with long sentenced after being 

charged as an “extremist.” The frequent imprisonment of journalists has caused writers to self-censor 

themselves in order to stay safe from the unjust judicial system. Newspapers are closely monitored, 

usually not discussing important issues such as corruption and foreign policy (freedomhouse.org). The 

censored media outlets result in the majority of Russian citizens being unaware of the political world 

and they in and the implications of their country’s actions.  

 Press Freedom within Africa varies considerably. Annually, Reporters Without Borders 

determines and publicly posts a ranked list of 180 countries based on their media freedom. The ranked 

list is divided into five groups, countries in Africa vary between the groups more than any continent 

in the world. The top group of countries with the most press freedom are mostly in Europe (cfr.org). 

The second group of countries contains Canada, France, United Kingdom, the United States, along 

with five African countries (cfr.org). The African countries grouped in tier two of the list are Ghana, 

Namibia, South Africa, Burkina Faso, and Cape Verde (cfr.org). In these countries press freedom is 

similar to the United States and other developed countries. The third group contains 21 African 

countries including Senegal, Liberia, and Kenya (cfr.org). Other countries outside the African 

continent in the third group are Hong Kong, Mongolia, and Israel (cfr.org). Seventeen Africa countries 

were named to be included within the fourth lowest group including Uganda, Nigeria, Angola, 

Ethiopia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo alongside non-African countries such as India, 

Russia, and Turkey (cfs.org). The lowest group contains countries among the lowest levels of press 

freedom in the world. The group contains five African countries such as Somalia, Equatorial Guinea, 

Djibouti, Sudan, and Eritrea. Cuba, China, and Syria have also been declared to belong within the 

lowest group of press freedom. The range of press freedom is slowly getting higher on the scale but 

does not outweigh the lower side of the spectrum. On one hand twenty-eight African countries belong 
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in the bottom tiers of the list, but on the other hand twenty-one African countries belong in the top 

tiers. 

 Globally journalists face immense challenges in revealing the truth by discovering and 

reporting news. Journalists work to overcome government censorship, imprisonment, physical danger, 

and occasionally death.  

 

Committee Mission 

The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) is dedicated to ensuring the freedom 

of press is eligible for all UN member states. Countries around the globe need to have legislation in 

place to not only protect the security of journalists but grant the right to print the facts as found. Many 

countries around the world have an unsafe environment for journalists, compromising their physical 

safety and their ability to voice their opinions. The goal of the UNHRC is to create a geopolitical arena 

where news is free to flow to people. People within a society should have the right to be able to learn 

about current event around the globe as well as form their own opinions. Political elections should 

not be controlled by those in power using the media to sway their audience. Media outlets need to be 

kept separate from politicians and rulers alike. Journalists need to be able to cover events in a non-

biassed atmosphere to best inform the public. When information affecting the political sphere is made 

available, the public is better able to make educated decisions that are in their best interest. The 

UNHRC must work together to create an overall safer arena for journalists all around the world.  

 
Questions to Consider 

1. What status is your country: free, partly free, or not free?  

2. Does your country have legislation protecting the physical safety of journalists? 

3. Does your country have a history of politicians dominating the media?  

4. If need be, what can you do to change the stigma of your country? 
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5. What is your country’s stance on the freedom of media? Does your country’s actions follow 

their legislation? 
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