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condition for accountability and citizen 
participation in public life

Freedom of Expression, Media and Information



The French Director General of Health Mr Jerome Salomon was questioned by a 
Parliamentary Commission concerning the management of the COVID-19 crises.

Accountability during crisis



Criminal liability of Ministers before the 
Court of Justice of the French Republic, 
the "COVID-19 case

➢ 84 complaints from individuals or 

associations and collectives, have been filed 
against members of the executive branch 
before the Court of Justice of the Republic.

➢ These complaints are directed against either the 
Prime Minister and the former Minister of 
Health, Ms. Agnès Buzyn, or the Prime Minister 
and the current Minister of Health, Mr. Olivier 
Véran.

➢ The offences charged are: "endangering the 
lives of others", "failure to assist a person in 
danger" and "manslaughter".

Source: www.village-justice.com and www.20minutes.fr 

Accountability during crisis

http://www.village-justice.com/
https://www.20minutes.fr/societe/2800779-20200616-coronavirus-84-plaintes-deposees-contre-ministres-decision-recevabilite-fin-juin


Disinformation pandemic

Source: Repeating a lie does not make it true, euvsdisinfo.eu

https://euvsdisinfo.eu/repeating-a-lie-does-not-make-it-true/


Disinformation pandemic

Source: Norwaytoday.info

https://norwaytoday.info/news/nearly-half-of-the-population-has-read-fake-news-about-the-coronavirus/


Disinformation pandemic

Source: ASSOCHAM webinar: Building Cyber Hygiene & Security Practices in Covid times

https://youtu.be/z9AjNDAloDo


Disinformation pandemic

Source: ASSOCHAM webinar: Building Cyber Hygiene & Security Practices in Covid times

https://youtu.be/z9AjNDAloDo


Disinformation brings distrust

Source: Edelman Trust Barometer 2020

https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/440941/Trust%20Barometer%202020/2020%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20Global%20Report.pdf?utm_campaign=Global:%20Trust%20Barometer%202020&utm_source=Website


Source: Digital News Report 2019, Reuters Institute

News avoidance 
is highest in 

Croatia (56%), 
Turkey (55%), and 

Greece (54%)

Disinformation brings distrust

http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/survey/2019/overview-key-findings-2019/


Disinformation brings distrust

Source: Edelman Trust Barometer 2020

https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/440941/Trust%20Barometer%202020/2020%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20Global%20Report.pdf?utm_campaign=Global:%20Trust%20Barometer%202020&utm_source=Website


Disinformation and COVID-19

Serious impact of disinformation on 

individuals’ right to health is a real threat.

Exceptional circumstances justify 

exceptional measures including some 

restrictions on freedom of expression.

Malicious spreading of disinformation may 

be tackled with ex-post targeted sanctions.

Media play a key role in this crisis and also 

has an increased responsibility to provide 

accurate, reliable information to the public.

Some governments are using the crisis as a 

pretext to introduce disproportionate 

restrictions to media freedom.
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Guidance during sanitary crisis
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Guidance to governments on 
respecting human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law
➢ Derogation from the European Convention on 

Human Rights in times of emergency

➢ Respect for the rule of law and democratic 
principles in times of emergency, including limits 
on the scope and duration of emergency 
measures

➢ Fundamental human rights standards including 
freedom of expression, privacy and data 
protection, protection of vulnerable groups from 
discrimination and the right to education

➢ Protection from crime and the protection of 
victims of crime, in particular regarding gender-
based violence.

Source: Council of Europe, Secretary General

Guidance during sanitary crisis

https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/coronavirus-guidance-to-governments-on-respecting-human-rights-democracy-and-the-rule-of-law


Guidance during sanitary crisis

14Source: Council of Europe, Secretary General

Freedom of expression and information, media freedom, access 
to official information
➢ The freedom of expression, including free and timely flow of information, is a critical 

factor for the ability of the media to report on issues related to the pandemic.

➢ The exceptional circumstances may compel responsible journalists to refrain from 
disclosing government-held information intended for restricted use – such as, for 
example, information on future measures to implement a stricter isolation policy.

➢ Any restriction on access to official information must be exceptional and 
proportionate to the aim of protecting public health.

➢ Any prior restrictions on certain topics, closure of media outlets or outright blocking 
of access to on-line communication platforms call for the most careful scrutiny and 
are justified only in the most exceptional circumstances.

➢ The pandemic should not be used to silence whistle-blowers or political opponents.

➢ Malicious spreading of disinformation may be tackled with ex post sanctions, and 
with governmental information campaigns.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/coronavirus-guidance-to-governments-on-respecting-human-rights-democracy-and-the-rule-of-law


Importance of access to information 
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INFORMATION MEANS HEALTH: The public has 
the need and right to know what decisions and 
measures are being taken to curb the spread of 
the virus and how they can engage and 
participate in those decisions, while keeping 
themselves safe and well.

INFORMATION MEANS PUBLIC 
ACCOUNTABILITY: Access to official information 
held by public authorities ensures accountability 
of public actors, opening their policies and 
actions to public scrutiny.

INFORMATION MEANS TRUST BUILDING: 
Transparent and accountable government 
policies based on public engagement and wide 
access to timely and reliable information help 
increase public trust in government.



Standards on access to information
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RIGHT TO ACCESS INFORMATION AS INHERENT 
PART OF ARTICLE 10: In line with the Court’s case 
law there exists a right to freedom of information 
as an inherent element of the freedom to receive 
and impart information enshrined in Article 10 of 
the Convention.

THE TROMSØ CONVENTION: Requests for access 
to official documents do not need to give reasons 
and are to be dealt with promptly and refusals 
should be subject to a court or other independent 
review procedure.

IMPORTANCE OF GOVERNMENT DIALOGUE WITH 
THE MEDIA DURING COVID-19: in times of crisis it 
is important for governments to engage in regular 
dialogue with media professionals and wider 
public and provide information through press 
conferences, briefings etc.



Freedom of movement for the media
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FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT FOR THE MEDIA: 
The media’s newsgathering activity is a 
necessary component of its “public watchdog” 
function and must be protected as such. Given 
that in a pandemic there is demand for 
information to be delivered fast, it is essential 
that media are allowed to continue to work 
despite  restrictions, including for instance 
during curfew hours or from places that are 
not accessible to the public. 

CRUCIAL ROLE OF MEDIA IN 
DEMONSTRATIONS: Bearing in mind the 
crucial role of the media in covering public 
demonstrations, including in times of crisis and 
in the state of emergency, it is also essential to 
prevent any hindrance to such coverage, also 
by raising awareness of the police and other 
State agents.



Controlling the flow of information
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PROBLEM OF DISINFORMATION: Global 
health emergencies such as the COVID-19 
generate, rumours, mis- and disinformation 
to content with, which can lead to impulsive 
reactions by public authorities and excessive 
restrictions on content and dissemination of 
information.

RESILIENCE AGAINST DISINFORMATION –
EDUCATION AND MEDIA LITERACY

RELIABLE OFFICIAL SOURCES OF 
INFORMATION ARE BETTER THAN 
RESTRICTIONS

HEALTH EMERGENCY SHOULD NOT SERVE 
AS A PRETEXT FOR SILENCING CRITICAL 
VOICES



The human rights approach

Empowerment of quality 

journalism

➢ Recommendation on promoting a favourable

environment for quality journalism in the 

digital age

Empowerment of media 

and information literacy 

skills

➢ Study on supporting quality journalism 

through media and information literacy

Ensuring compliance 

of online platforms

➢ Recommendation CM/Rec(2018)2 on the roles 

and responsibilities of internet intermediaries

Awareness of artificial 

intelligence systems 

manipulative capabilities

➢ Declaration on the manipulative capabilities 

of algorithmic processes

➢ Recommendation CM/Rec(2020)1 on the 

human rights impacts of algorithmic systems



Signs of hope

How people consume COVID-19 news:

✓ People consume more news than usually, 
with a staggering 99% accessing COVID-19 
news at least once a day.

✓ People use more traditional media, 
especially public broadcasters, to get their 
COVID-19 news.

✓ Official sources are not only used but also 
trusted, while the social media have taken 
a back seat.

✓ Disinformation and confusion about 
COVID-19 are present but people are more 
aware and some check other sources.

Source: Ofcom weekly research

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand/news-media/coronavirus-news-consumption-attitudes-behaviour


Working towards a common goal

Promoting and ensuring 
respect for the right to 
freedom of expression and 
information as a foundation 
of democracy, an individual 
human right and a vital 
aspect of the rule of law. 
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Media in times of crises resources
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Protection of Freedom of Expression

Guidelines of the Committee of Ministers of the 
Council of Europe on protecting freedom of 
expression and information in times of crisis

COVID-19 and media freedom – guidance based 
on the Council of Europe standards

Statement on Freedom of expression and 
information in times of crisis by the Council of 
Europe’s Committee of experts on media 
environment and reform (MSI-REF)

Statement by the Commissioner for Human 
Rights: Press freedom must not be undermined 
by measures to counter disinformation about 
COVID-19

Source: Council of Europe, Media in times of crises

https://www.coe.int/en/web/freedom-expression/media-in-times-of-health-crisis


www.coe.int/freedomofexpression

www.coe.int/dataprotection

www.coe.int/cybercrime

www.coe.int/AI

Facebook Page
Information Society Group

Thanks for your 
attention !

further resources:

Information Society Department
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