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New Voices: Media Freedom Helping to Transform Societies is the theme of World Press 

Freedom Day being observed in our global community today. It is a most relevant theme. 

 

In the past year, we all have been encouraged by the unprecedented global socio-political 

democratic developments in which various media played an important role. Indeed, many factors 

came into play with the events taking place, particularly in the Arab states, including underlying 

economic woes and political suppression. This elicited mass organization especially by the 

younger generations. However, we cannot deny the fact that the freedom to harness the power of 

information and communication technologies (ICTs), and especially those of new media played a 

significant role. This has re-affirmed what the World Press Freedom Day had been defending for 

the past twenty years. Media freedom is part of the package of fundamental rights for which 

people will strive. 

 

The World Press Freedom Day (WPFD) was jointly established in 1991 by UNESCO and the 

United Nations Department of Public Information (DPI), which emphasizes the idea that press 

freedom should be understood as necessitating pluralism and independence for the mass media at 

large. Since then, the World Press Freedom Day has been celebrated every year on May 3
rd

. 

 

The confluence of press freedom and freedom of expression, through various traditional as well 

as new media, has given rise to an unprecedented level of media freedom. It is helping to enable 

civil society, young people and communities to bring about massive social and political 

transformations. Media freedom entails the right of any person to freedom of opinion and 

expression on a public basis. Critically, this includes freedom to hold opinions without 

interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media, regardless 

of boundaries (Article 19 – Universal Declaration of Human Rights).  
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Recent uprisings in Arab states have highlighted the power of media and the human quest for 

media freedom, as well as underlining the fact that social inequality will indefinitely search for 

equilibrium. Could the Arab Spring have taken place without the proliferation of social media or 

satellite television? Information and communication technologies, like text messaging, and social 

media have enabled the diffusion of vital information to reach the widest number of people in a 

very short span of time. Social media have enabled protesters to self-organize and attract young 

people in the fight to be able to freely express themselves and the aspirations of their wider 

communities. 

 

Here in Jamaica, what are seeing? 38-percent of Jamaicans use the Internet at least once per day. 

This according to an island wide survey, conducted by Professor Hopeton Dunn of the Mona 

School of Business's Telecommunications Policy Management Programme between November 

2010 and January 2011. The study surveyed 2-thousand-200-Jamaican households and 

individuals. Almost 16-percent of the respondents had access to the Internet at home.  

This is not to be confused with the finding that only 24-percent of the Jamaican population has 

access to a computer at home.  

 

However, the troubling story behind the findings of Dunn lies not only in the relatively low 

levels of internet penetration, but in the pattern of use of arguably the greatest invention for 

centuries. The most popular uses of the Internet were for sending and receiving email, which 77-

percent reported doing in the past 12 months. Use on social networks was the second most 

popular activity with 72-per cent of respondents reporting using websites such as Facebook and 

Twitter. Education use was third with 65-percent. The study showed that the majority of 

Jamaican Internet users are between 15 and 34 years old. Among households, 53- percent were 

shown to have access to fixed broadband, while 34-percent have access to mobile broadband. 75-

percent of mobile phone users said they are aware of mobile Internet but have never used it. 

Fourteen per cent of those who access the Internet do so via their mobile phones. 
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The troubling aspect is how few Jamaicans are using the Internet to transact business and 

increase productivity and efficiencies. Indeed, the Global Information Technology Report of 

2010-2011 noted a decline in Internet Penetration and Usage for Productive enterprise in 

Jamaica. It ranked Jamaica 73 in the world. That ranking places us among the top ten worst 

countries as it relates to access and use of the Internet for business transactions. Joining us in this 

dubious group are Mauritania, Algeria, Venezuela, Argentina, El Salvador, Slovakia, Mexico, 

Thailand and Bolivia. 

 

This reality should challenge us as a country and media fraternity to increase awareness of the 

enormous business opportunities there are on the Internet. This is a low hanging fruit that we 

should quickly exploit to help turnaround our struggling households.  We have a young and 

receptive population who should be encouraged to look to the Internet to create jobs and exploit 

income generating opportunities. If we could utilize the plethora of new media platforms and 

distribution channels to empower our vast army of young people  to become independent income 

earners, that would be transformational. It is not beyond us. 

 

Globally, as of April 2012, Facebook had more than 900-million active users. 6-hundred-

thousand of whom are Jamaicans living in Jamaica. In the wider Caribbean, there are 6.3m 

Facebookers. 

 

Twitter has more than 140-million users worldwide with more than 340-million tweets generated 

per day. Smart phones are also radically changing how we communicate and socialize. There are  

430-thousand apps available for android phones and 500-thousand for iphones. 
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This new found media freedom is promising to transform societies in ways perhaps 

unimaginable only a couple of years ago. It has enabled the emergence of new ways to 

communicate, to share information and knowledge, market to global audiences goods and 

services, and for people to widen their sense of participation, identity and belonging.  It has 

brought down borders. It has made redundant brick and mortar. Reduce the need for huge capital 

outlay to get started in business. And a social upside, it has freed up many of us to work from 

home and better balance the demands of parenting and earning a buck.  

Media freedom, including online freedom, also plays a dynamic role in the economic 

transformation of society. Indeed it is an incentive for foreign companies and private 

investments. Companies are much more disposed to have long term business interest in countries 

where media freedom is respected. It is necessary to ensure the transparency of public 

information so as to curb corruption. 

 

Yet, media freedom is fragile, and it is also not yet within the reach of everyone. While the 

enabling environment for true media freedom is improving, the harsh reality is that many in the 

world still do not have access to basic communication technology. Furthermore, as more 

reporting is transmitted online, more and more online journalists are being harassed for their 

work. For this, UNESCO has dedicated a webpage, UNESCO Remembers Assassinated 

Journalists, to remember those who have perished in their efforts. 

 

However, media freedom is undermined by a lack of information infrastructures as well as the 

skills and literacy to access and critically evaluate information. New media and new 

opportunities have also raised new issues around the safety of journalists and citizen reporters, as 

well as the character of regulation and training in the media sector. 
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I note that the Broadcasting Commission is signaling that it wants legislation to give it the power 

to regulate the Internet in Jamaica. I urge caution. We, as a fraternity, must be very wary and 

vigilant about the objectives here and the instinct by some to over-reach. The Internet, has very 

unique features that make regulation of it a very complex and challenging adventure. Frankly, 

those unique features would make a nonsense of those who would seek to control what we say 

and impart to each other over the net. 

 

As more and more news is being transmitted through the Internet, the number of cases 

concerning safety of journalists who operate online has greatly increased. Four years ago, the 

Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) reported that for the first time in mass media history, 

more online journalists are being jailed worldwide than of any other mass medium. Quality 

journalism is unlikely to flourish if media practitioners are constantly under threat. The 

protections afforded to traditional media workers must necessarily be extended to new media 

practitioners. However, the problem, usually lies in addressing the majority of crimes committed 

against media workers which go unpunished and uninvestigated. Indeed, according to the 

International Safety Institute (INSI), the murderers of journalists are never prosecuted in nine out 

of ten. 

 

In addition, the number of citizen reporters is also on the rise. They report on events mostly out 

of their own initiative. They include the brave individuals who decide to turn on their cameras 

and become more than a passive bystander. Some will return to a normal life, while others will 

be committed to bringing news to the wider audience despite the danger it poses to them and 

their families. Their contribution should not be unsung and their safety should not be ignored. 
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The wave of revolution witnessed over the past couple of years has transformed society by 

reshaping its political, economic and social aspects. Years of suppression, censorship and 

restriction have now been replaced by the convergence of social media, mobile connections and 

satellite tv. Media freedom has amplified and multiplied each individual voice. As media 

freedom grows, the strength of the new voices grows, and their calls for social transformation 

and positive political change have become an unstoppable force. 

 

Some questions to reflect on: 

 How do we better use media freedom to improve the democratic development of our 

beloved Jamaica? 

 What can we do to capture and sustain the gains on freedom of expression created by 

social media, and on the Internet more broadly? 

 What are the added values of social media in contributing to the democratic and 

economic development of Jamaica? 

In conclusion, World Press Freedom Day 2012 takes place at an historic juncture, which 

highlights the power that emerges when people claim media freedom as a means to transform 

their societies. At the same time, the development of media freedom remains limited by legal and 

practical access to quality information. Finally, there are substantial new challenges facing 

media, and to citizens using media, in this time of change. The Day will be an occasion for many 

stakeholders to celebrate the significance of media freedom, to examine how to deepen it, and to 

deliberate on how to best resolve the new challenges of elaborating this right in complex and 

changing circumstances. 

 

NB The content of this speech draws heavily on the Concept Paper produced by UNESCO 

to mark World Press Freedom Day 2012.  The contents of the entire concept paper can be 

found on the website of UNESCO. 

 

Cliff Hughes 

May 3, 2012. 

 

 

 


