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Melanesian Media Freedom Forum 11-12th November 2019
Held at Griffith University, Southbank, Brisbane

We, the participants at the Melanesian Media Freedom representing media from Fiji, Vanuatu,
Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea and West Papua, wish to express concern about growing
threats to media freedom in our region and call on members of our industry and other organisations
and individuals to take action to help secure the future of the fourth estate as a vital pillar of
democracy.
Professional media, through accurate and impartial reporting has a crucial role to play. As António
Guterres, United Nations Secretary-General, said on World Press Freedom Day 2019:
"No democracy is complete without access to transparent and reliable information. It is the
cornerstone for building fair and impartial institutions, holding leaders accountable and
speaking truth to power."
We note that Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states: “Everyone has the right
to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference
and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”.
In this context we observe that

-

A better understanding is needed of the role of journalism in Melanesian democracies.
Awareness of the accountability role played by journalists and the need for them to be able to
exercise their professional skills without fear is critical to the functioning of our democracies.

-

The media is ready to work with all parties that want to improve the social media
landscape: There is an urgent need to for the media to assert its role as a source of accurate
and impartial information and to play a role in building social media literacy and public
understanding of how to identify credible sources of information.

We express concern that

-

The range of threats to media freedom is increasing. These include restrictive legislation,
intimidation, political threats, legal threats and prosecutions, assaults and police and military
brutality, illegal detention, online abuse, racism between ethnic groups and the ever-present
threats facing particularly younger and female reporters who may face violence both on the
job and within their own homes.

-

Threats to media freedom are having professional, personal and health impacts on
journalists across Melanesia. The situation in West Papua is of particular concern with
attacks on journalists resulting in deaths and injuries.

-

The unwillingness of politicians and officials to engage in dialogue is undermining the
media’s accountability role: public figures are becoming more resistant to responding to
direct questions from media, choosing instead to issue media releases, or statements on
social media or to preferred media outlets. In addition to undermining the crucial
accountability role of the media, this places broadcast media (which requires actuality) at a
disadvantage.
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-

bstruction from development partners and communications consultants, including
from Australia, are in some instances contributing to problems of lack of access to
decision-makers.

-

The global decline of democracy is making it easier for our governments to silence the
media. It is expected this will become a bigger challenge in the future if it is not addressed, as
national leaders, media organisations and journalists come under pressure and
misinformation campaigns continue.

-

Misinformation, propaganda and fake news are a growing problem: there is widespread
concern around misinformation and offensive material being posted on social media
platforms, sometimes by anonymous sources, some of them state and politically-partisan
actors. The media’s role as an antidote, and as a balancing source of verified information is
under-recognised and under-supported.

-

Social media is an existential threat undermining Melanesian media companies: the
erosion of editorial budgets and vulnerability of the mainstream media’s business model to the
flight of advertising revenue and audiences to social media is an urgent threat to media
throughout Melanesia and therefore to media freedom.

-

Significant sections of the population in some Melanesian countries do not have
access to information services. This undermines the media’s role in providing access to
information and debate. Some media organisations, including public broadcasters, lack the
basic equipment needed to do their job properly.

-

Women in the media face additional challenges. Women are underrepresented in many
newsrooms and in media management. They can face additional challenges in being
recognised and responded to by people in authority and they face threats to their safety
including sexual harassment, gender-based violence and expectations from partners and
family.

We applaud

-

The invaluable work of National Media Organisations, the Pacific Islands News Association
(PINA), the Pacific Freedom Forum (PFF), and the Pacific Media Watch Freedom Project
(based at the AUT’s Pacific Media Centre) in defending media freedom (including at IFEX).

Recommendations

We call on Melanesian governments to
•
•
•
•

•

Respect the media and its necessary place in national conversations.
Require political leaders and senior public servants make themselves available for interviews
with their local media.
Recognise, respect and support National Media Associations as the voice of the media
industry.
Fund public broadcasters properly to ensure they have sufficient equipment and staff to
enable their services to reach all citizens in their country and to adequately play their watchdog role.
Assure the safety of journalists as they pursue their professional activities.
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We call on the Papua New Guinea government to
•

Respect the independence of media institutions and journalists.

•

Strengthen anti-corruption and whistle-blower protection legislation to include journalists and
media practitioners.

We call on civic institutions in Bougainville to
•

Respect and respond promptly to requests for information at this crucial time.

We call on the Vanuatu government to
•

Uphold the appeal of the Daily Post against the rejection of Dan McGarry’s work permit. He
has been forced to resign as media director at the Daily Post/BuzzFM.

•

End its attacks against the Media Association of Vanuatu, which is the recognised voice of the
media industry.

We call on the Fiji government to
•

Repeal the media decree. The draconian penalties and the vagueness of offences it
establishes are having a stifling effect on free media.

We call on the Premier of Western Province in Solomon Islands to
•

End his threats to legitimate news organisations.

We call on the Indonesian government to
•
•
•
•
•

Stop killing and criminalising journalists
Allow access to foreign journalists, parliamentarians and independent observers to West
Papua.
Investigate and bring to justice those responsible for attacks on journalists.
End state-sponsored misinformation and disinformation about West Papua
Stop the racist stigmatisation of indigenous West Papuan journalists.

We call on all development partners and the international community to
•
•
•
•
•

Recognise and advocate for the role of the free and independent media as an essential
accountability institution in Melanesia.
Act as role models by allowing their own free and independent media to thrive.
Make representatives available for interviews with Melanesian media.
Recognise and support National and Regional Media Associations as the voice of the media
industry, including through funding to enable them to develop policy and action.
Provide institutional support for National Media Associations to assist them to strengthen their
collective voice and to provide training and mentoring.
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•
•

Continue with capacity-strengthening work with media including to assist their businessmodels navigate the flight of advertising revenue to social media.
Facilitate linkages between Melanesian media organisations and those in the developed
world.

As participants in the Melanesian Media Freedom Forum we commit to
•
•
•
•
•

Establish a network to assist participants to respond promptly and effectively to threats to
journalist safety or to media freedom.
Expand our reach to include Kanaky.
Advocate for funding to enable National and Regional media organisations to respond to
issues
Pursue content-sharing between our organisations and, in particular to improve awareness
about issues in Bougainville and West Papua.
Work constructively with all our media networks in Melanesia, the Pacific and beyond.

Media Contacts:
Scott Waide, Papua New Guinea Ph: +675 7030 0459 Email: scott.waide@gmail.com
Samisoni Pareti, Fiji Ph: +679 747 2658 Email: paretis@gmail.com

Who are we: The Melanesia Media Freedom Forum (MMFF) was developed to respond to increasing media
repression in Melanesia and to increase trans-national regional co-operation and knowledge-sharing among
Melanesian journalists, editors, publishers, press-freedom advocates and journalism scholars. The industry
stream of the Forum brought together 13 leading media practitioners from Papua New Guinea, Solomon
Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji and West Papua for two days of discussions in a safe neutral venue under the Chatham
house rule. To facilitate frank discussions journalists participated in their personal capacity not in the name of
their media organisations. This statement is issued by those journalists. The Pacific Islands News Association
and the Pacific Freedom Forum were represented at the highest level.

The MMFF thanks the following organisations for their contribution to travel and other support: Griffith
University, MEAA, The British High Commission Suva, TNC Pacific Consulting, the University of Melbourne,
Women in Media and Auckland University of Technology Pacific Media Centre and Pacific Media Watch.
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