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The Doha Centre for Media Freedom 
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for press freedom and quality journalism in Qatar, the Middle East and the 
world. Press freedom and quality journalism are vital for empowering citizens 
to participate in social and political life. Well-functioning media are crucial for 
healthy societies and sustainable economies. The Doha Centre for Media 
Freedom focuses its activities in three domains: direct assistance to journalists,   
training and education and research, reflection and memory.  
  

  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The Doha Centre for Media Freedom Research and Reflection 
programme organises seminars and coordinates research projects about press 
freedom, media legislation, access to information and the situation of 
journalists worldwide with the belief that increased research and knowledge 
into media landscapes can contribute to their strengthening. Through these 
activities, the Research and Reflection programme aims to inform the public, 
contribute to debates on media development in the Middle East and beyond 
and formulate media-related recommendations to media practitioners and 
policymakers. Supporting media and journalists in transitional societies 
through research is vital considering the critical role independent and 
professional media play in the building and sustaining of democracies. 
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Foreword 
 

One of our core missions at the Doha Centre for Media Freedom is to provide safety for 

journalists worldwide.  

 

This commitment to better protect journalists and end impunity against media professionals 

was reiterated when we launched the Ali Hassan Al Jaber Safety Training for Journalists in 

December 2012 and through our ongoing support of the United Nations Plan of Action on 

the Safety of Journalists, which was endorsed last year.  

 

By publishing this report, we would like to draw attention to journalists who have been 

forced into exile as a result of insufficient or inexistent safety and protection at home. 

 

Today, more than 450 journalists are in this situation, living kilometres away from their 

families, friends and colleagues for the sole reason that they produced and shared 

information, “an individual right, for which no one should be killed, and a collective right 

which empowers populations through facilitating dialogue, participation and democracy”.  

 

In East Africa, the needs for safety and protection of journalists are very high. Attacks, death 

threats, torture, arbitrary detention … the campaign of violence against journalists in the 

Horn of Africa is nowhere close to the end. A day before this statement was written, another 

journalist was killed in Somalia. He is the fifth journalist to die since the beginning of 2013.  

 

Since 2008, 150 journalists from Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan and South Sudan were 

forced into exile due to work-related persecution. 

 

As a press freedom organisation, it is our responsibility to ensure that journalists who fled 

home in the search of a brighter and safer future can find a place where they can continue to 

inform citizens. Borders should not silence journalists. 

 

Our emergency assistance programme, which offers financial support to journalists in 

distress, has been particularly active in addressing this issue. In 2012, we assisted more than 

57 journalists in exile worldwide. 
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But, with the number of East African exiled journalists constantly going up, we realise that 

this is not enough. Durable solutions must be found to provide cohesive and appropriate 

protection to those journalists. 

 

At the Doha Centre for Media freedom, we believe that this exercise first start through 

research and documentation. If we are to assist those journalists better, we need to work 

with updated information, identify the journalists who need protection, recognise their needs 

and explore areas for improvement in terms of the assistance we provide. 

 

Our intention through this report is to create a room for dialogue with other press freedom 

organisations but also with institutions that protect refugees, media outlets which aim to 

support exiled journalists and government that hosts refugees. It is also our hope that the 

recommendations provided in this report will strengthen cohesion in advocacy efforts and 

contribute to better protection of journalists in exile.  

 

 

   

 

 

    Jan Keulen 
      Director General of the Doha Centre for Media Freedom 
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Introduction 

 
 

“There are only two times. Now and too late.”  
 Anh Do, The Happiest Refugee: A Memoir (2010)  

 

Journalists are bound by duty and passion to take the lead in the exercise of freedom of 

expression to serve the public and maintain the health of their country’s democracy. Yet, 

across the globe, they continue to face persecution and repression in the form of death 

threats, kidnapping, arbitrary arrests, detention, harassment and censorship. 

 

Despite the existence of national and international legislation protecting press freedom, 

journalists still find themselves in danger as a result of the information they produce and 

publish while perpetrators of violence against media professionals go unpunished. Fearing 

not only for their profession but also for their life, an increasing number of journalists are 

forced into exile.  

 

Since 2001, more than 450 journalists fled the country they once called home1.  

 

The report of the Doha Centre for Media Freedom “No home from home: the plight of 

East African exiled journalists” sheds light on this continuous impunity and its direct 

consequence, namely, journalists fleeing into exile. This study is the product of a two-week 

mission to Kenya and Uganda in April 2013 documenting the plight of more than 60 East 

African journalists living in exile in Uganda and Kenya, the two biggest hubs for refugees in 

the region.  

 

With a specific focus on the situation of Somali, Ethiopian, Eritrean, Sudanese and South 

Sudanese exiled journalists, this research calls on the UNHCR, government officials, 

diplomats, NGOs and press freedom organisations to improve the protection and safety of 

those media professionals at risk.  

 
                                                           
1 Committee to Protect Journalists. 2010. Special Reports: Journalists in Exile 2010. Retrieved from 
http://cpj.org/reports/2010/06/journalists-exile-2010-iran-africa-exodus.php 



10 
 

The Horn of Africa: taking the lead in a worrying trend? 

The international trend of journalists going into exile has been particularly visible on the 

African continent, where a total of 42 African journalists were forced to leave their home in 

20102. The majority of those journalists came from Somalia and Ethiopia.  

 

In fact, journalists in East Africa have been at particular risk throughout the past decade. It 

is estimated that 150 journalists from Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan and South Sudan fled 

their homes since 2008, making the Horn of Africa the region with the highest number of 

exiled journalists in the world3. This raises a question: is curtailment of press freedom a 

regional phenomenon in the Horn of Africa? Looking at CPJ’s figures and listening to exiled 

journalists living Kenya and Uganda, the answer seems to be yes.  

 

As CPJ’s consultant for East Africa Tom Rhodes explains, “it is not a surprise that East 

Africa has become a hub for exiled journalists. It is a unique problem in the Horn region 

where journalists have fled in large numbers. Looking at our statistics from last year, 14 

journalists were killed in Sub-Saharan Africa and all of them, except for one journalist from 

Nigeria, came from the Horn”.  

 

“The trend seems to suggest that the highest imprisonment figures, the highest killed rates 

and the highest exiled figures are all in this region. The professionalism of some of those 

journalists is one of the reasons why they also face one of the most dangerous situations. 

They are exposing corruption, illicit deals involving businessmen or politicians and this 

triggers the kind of response you are seeing,” he adds4. 

 

Since the beginning of the year 2013, five journalists have 

been killed in Somalia5. During our mission to Kenya, we 

met with 2 Ethiopian journalists who ran away from home 

seven days earlier to find refuge in Nairobi. One of them, 

general manager of a printing company publishing 

prominent newspapers in Ethiopia, was running away from 

four criminal charges levelled against him including inciting 

public violence by publishing the newspaper.  

 

                                                           
2 Committee to Protect Journalists. 2010. Special Reports: Journalists in Exile 2010. Retrieved from 
http://cpj.org/reports/2010/06/journalists-exile-2010-iran-africa-exodus.php 
3 Committee to Protect Journalists. 2013. Journalists forced into exile. Retrieved from http://www.cpj.org/exile/ 
4 Interview with Tom Rhodes, CPJ. April 9th, 2013 
5 Doha Centre for Media Freedom. 2013. Journalist shot dead in attack. Retrieved from  
http://www.dc4mf.org/en/node/3980 

“the highest the 

imprisonment 

figures, the highest 

killed rates and the 

highest exiled figures 

are all in this region ” 
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Unfortunately, this “hemorrhage” of media workers in East Africa does not occur in 

isolation. The number of journalists seeking asylum in Kenya and Uganda is on the rise.  

 

Laws restricting journalists’ freedom to report on public issues, such as the Anti-terrorism 

proclamation in Ethiopia, continue to curtail access to public information; reporters 

continue to be sent to jail without trial in Eritrea; newspapers are frequently closed down by 

government security forces in Sudan; press freedom activists are increasingly subjected to 

intimidation in South Sudan; and impunity continues to thrive in Somalia.   

 

Past restrictions on their right to exercise journalism and the present persecution of media 

professionals have left a growing number of East African journalists with no other option 

than going into exile. In the past 5 years, 70 journalists left Somalia, 45 fled Ethiopia, 30 

escaped Eritrea, 5 ran away from Sudan and 2 left South Sudan. 

 

 

 

 

 

In the past five years, 70 journalists left Somalia, 45 fled 
Ethiopia, 30 escaped Eritrea, 5 ran away from Sudan and 

2 left South Sudan. 
 

Research objective 

As a press freedom organisation, DCMF would like to draw special attention to this region 

in dire need of improved protection for its journalists and stronger advocacy to strengthen 

their right to seek, produce and impart information. The objective of this report is 

therefore twofold: raising awareness about the situation of East African exiled journalists 

and improving advocacy efforts.  

 

This report seeks to answer the following question: 

What is the situation of Somali, Ethiopian, Eritrean, Sudanese and South 

Sudanese exiled journalists and what steps can be taken to improve their 

conditions? 
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Responding to the protection gap 

The increasing number of journalists going into exile points to one conclusion: a number of 

East African governments have failed to provide media professionals (and other asylum 

seekers) with safety and protection – be it legal, judicial or political.  

 

To respond to this protection gap, international support mechanisms, such as the United 

Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) were put in place in the 1950s to ensure 

that people fleeing persecution at home would not be denied international protection. Under 

international law, exiled journalists are now entitled to seek asylum beyond their nation’s 

borders6.  

 

The journey from home to a safer environment is, nevertheless, not easy. Once settled in 

their host country, exiled journalists still need to regulate their legal status, find income-

generating activities to cover their living costs, overcome language barriers and adapt to a 

new life kilometres away from their home and family.  

 

On top of fragile living conditions, exiled journalists also remain targets: if borders are easy 

to cross for exiled journalists, they are similarly easy for government security agents to cross. 

As a result, journalists continue to live in insecurity, receiving death threats, physical attacks 

and harassments from the persecutors they fled at home. 

 

In Kenya and Uganda, where this research was conducted, more than 850,000 individuals are 

seeking asylum and protection: 600,000 in Kenya and 250,000 in Uganda [see fig. 1]. Given 

the very high numbers of refugees the UNHCR have to deal with, one can imagine that 

international support mechanisms’ scope for protection is limited7.  

 

Exiled journalists: just any other refugees? 

As explained by the spokesperson from the UNHCR, journalists in exile are considered 

within the international body system as any other refugees. The UNHCR may have 

legitimate reasons to take such a stand. 

 

The very high numbers of refugees flowing into Kenya and Uganda everyday make it 

difficult for protection bodies like the UNHCR to recognise and treat exiled journalists as a 

special group of refugees, deserving specific assistance and protection. 

                                                           
6 The 1951 Protocol Related to the Status of Refugees is the key legal document defining the rights of refugees 
worldwide. United Nations. 1951. UN Convention and Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees. Retrieved from 
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html   
7 Joel, P. 2012. A person of no fixed abode. Le Monde Diplomatique (June, 20) 
http://mondediplo.com/2012/06/19right#nb2    

http://mondediplo.com/2012/06/19right#nb2
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Figure 1. East, Horn of Africa and Great Lakes Region: Refugees and Asylum seekers by nationality 

As of March 1, 2013. Source: UNHCR 
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But as a press freedom organisation, we take a different stand. Exiled journalists are a 

vulnerable group of refugees because, whether at home or exile, they live under the threat of 

repression and persecution.  

 

Similarly, exiled journalists deserve specific assistance 

because, when a journalist flees home, a link in the chain of 

information is removed. Society as a whole becomes 

affected: depriving society of journalists also means 

depriving society of public information. Given the 

increasing number of East African journalists fleeing into 

exile, it is legitimate to fear that, in the long-run, a vacuum 

of information will be created in Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrea, 

Sudan or South Sudan. As rightfully stated by Guy Berger, 

Director of Freedom of Expression and Media 

Development Division at UNESCO, “when fear drives 

survivors into self-censorship or exile, a society loses the 

very people who would otherwise be contributing to its 

lifeblood – i.e. to the flow of information8”.  

 

Countries become deprived of their already limited critical and professional voices, leaving 

young and inexperienced journalists behind to cover the stories. But, as we discovered 

during our mission to Kenya and Uganda, even the young and inexperienced journalists are 

now fleeing their countries. Out of the 60 journalists we met, 55 were below 30 years old. 

CPJ’s consultant Tom Rhodes echoes those observations: “most of the senior editors who 

have made a name for themselves at home have all left. And the ones fleeing today are 

getting younger and younger. And that is part of the problem: when you are left as a very 

young and inexperienced reporter in that kind of country, you are likely to get into trouble9”.  

 

By failing to provide those exiled journalists, young or old, with protection and durable 

assistance, we are also failing to break the vicious circle of violence against journalists and 

self-censorship in Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan and South Sudan. Journalists who 

remain in the country see what is happening to those who publicly exercise freedom of 

expression and therefore refrain from exercising that same right. As a result, very few people 

feel safe to speak or seek justice.  

                                                           
8 Guy Berger, Director of Freedom of Expression and Media Development Division at UNESCO, quoted in: National 
Union of Somali Journalists. 2012. Impunity: War on Somalia’s Journalists. Retrieved from http://www.nusoj.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/05/NUSOJ_Impunity_Final.pdf 
9 Interview with Tom Rhodes, CPJ. April 9th, 2013 

“when fear drives 

survivors into self-

censorship or exile, a 

society loses the very 

people who would 

otherwise be 

contributing to its 

lifeblood – i.e. to the 

flow of information” 
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It is hoped that, by telling the stories of those East African journalists in exile and 

documenting their situation, this report will pave the way for increased efforts to improve 

assistance and protection and strengthen journalists’ liberty to exercise their profession, at 

home or abroad. Based on observations made in Kenya and Uganda, the Doha Centre for 

Media Freedom has identified a number of steps to be taken by key actors to ensure that 

exiled journalists have access to protection, assistance, and durable solutions.  

 

The report’s primary recommendations are: 

 Improve the protection of exiled journalists 

 Help journalists help themselves 

 Create a more coordinated support network for exiled 
journalists  

 Adapt the form of assistance offered to exiled journalists’ to 
their needs 
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Methodology 

Data and testimonies published in this report were collected in Kenya and Uganda from 

April 7 to April 19 2013. 87 interviews were conducted to compile this report. Our 

respondents include:  

 48 Somali exiled journalists 

 5 Ethiopian exiled journalists 

 2 Eritrean exiled journalists 

 4 Sudanese exiled journalists 

 1 South Sudanese exiled 

 journalist 

 

 11 NGOs spokesperson 

 3 government officials 

 2 lawyers 

 2 hospital workers 

 2 Kenyan journalists 

 7 Ugandan journalists

Research methods 

The principal methods for data collection during this fieldwork were unstructured and semi-

structured interviews. Three focus groups were organised, on two occasions regrouping 

journalists per nationality, and on one occasion mixing journalists from different countries 

together. A number of our respondents were contacted after fieldwork to receive updates on 

their situation.  

 

Literature review was carried out prior to and after the fieldwork and included: review of 

international and national legislation regulating the rights of refugees, reports from the 

UNHCR, publication of press freedom organisations concerning the situation of exiled 

journalists, news articles related to press freedom violations in Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, 

Sudan and South Sudan and review of NGOs’ activities and programmes in the region.  

 

Research sample 

Exiled journalists being the main target of this research, the sample only includes journalists 

who exercised their profession for more than a year. The report only focuses on journalists 

who fled home as a result of threats and attacks they received for exercising their right to 

“seek, produce and impart information”.  

 

The research sample also includes exiled media professionals who started their career in 

other fields than journalism. One female journalist, for example, worked as an accountant 

for 20 years before becoming a video journalist and blogger. Another respondent, general 

manager of a publishing company, was charged with criminal offences because his company 

printed and distributed copies of a particular newspaper. Even though he is not a journalist 

per se, we decided to include him and other respondents with similar backgrounds in the 
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research sample because the reason why they fled into exile is linked, in one way or another, 

to journalism. 

 

The many journalists who fled for better professional, economic or financial opportunities 

are not included in the sample. 

 

No specific gender or age criteria were delimited when defining the sample of this research: 

respondents had different ages and included both males (51) and females (9). 

 

No timeline was defined when establishing the research sample: some of our respondents 

have been in exile for 10 years, others for six months and others for seven days. Imposing a 

time limit would have prevented us from getting a clear picture of the issue studied here, that 

is, the constant flow of exiled journalists into Kenya and Uganda.  

 

Methodological limitations 

 A general sense of fatigue 

We initially hoped to retrieve precise numbers and statistics about exiled journalists in 

Kenya and Uganda through the use of questionnaires. However, we quickly realised 

that the majority of our respondents shared a sense of fatigue at seeing another press 

freedom organisation coming to hear their stories. Trust needed to be built before 

engaging in any type of research, be it quantitative or qualitative.  

 

 Journalists or activists? 

Where to draw the line between refugees targeted for activities linked to journalism 

and those targeted for activities other than journalism, such as political activism? 

Because of the repression they faced at home, a number of our respondents 

expressed hostile sentiments towards their government. This resentment has led 

many exiled journalists to engage in two parallel fields: professional journalism on the 

one hand, and political activism on the other. We therefore decided not to separate 

one activity from the other. 

 

 Seeking anonymity  

Even though the majority of our respondents agreed to be filmed and photographed, 

a number of exiled journalists requested that their geographical location and current 

activities would not be mentioned. One journalist refused to have his name and 

personal details mentioned for fear of reprisal. 
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Key findings 

 

Findings of this research offer new evidence on the extensive campaign of violence and 

intimidation against journalists in Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan and South Sudan. At the 

same time, it also recalls exiled journalists’ commitment to freedom of the press and 

freedom of expression despite harsh life conditions, borderless surveillance and very little 

perspective of improvement. Key findings of this research point to worrying trends. Of the 

60 journalists interviewed in Kenya and Uganda:  

 

 22 experienced imprisonment at 

home; 

 

  30 were attacked while in exile.  

 

 All fled due to work-related 

persecution  

 

 Our respondents have been in 

exile for an average 4-5 years. 

 As a result, the vast majority no 

longer exercises their 

profession.  

 

 So far, only 2 exiled journalists 

have been relocated to a safer 

country, away from attacks of 

home security forces and abuses 

from local police agents in 

Kenya and Uganda. 

 

In addition to a general lack of safety in Kenya and Uganda, a number of other challenges 

facing exiled journalists have been identified throughout this research, including:  

 

 Lack of access to information. 
Exiled journalists do not know 
what to do or who to turn to once 
they have arrived in exile;  
 

 Lengthy procedures for 
refugee status determination/ 
resettlement 
 

 Lack of opportunities while in 
exile because of the high cost of 

work permits, university tuition 
fees and linguistic barriers. 
 

 

 High levels of cyber 
surveillance making it difficult 

for exiled journalists to publish 
information using internet and 
social media; 
 

 A general sense of “fatigue” 
towards organisations working for 
journalists and refugees due to the 
lack of durable solutions. 
 

 Lack of financial resources to 

cover living costs. 
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ETHIOPIA 
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Newspapers: 8 

Radio stations: 20 

TV stations: 1 

RSF index: 137 out of 179 

Freedom House: not free 

Number of journalists killed: 1 (since 1992) 

Number of journalists in jail: 6  

Number of journalist in exile: 48 (since 2008) 

Internet penetration rate: 1 % 

 

 

“Individuals can be penalised, made to suffer and even killed.  

But democracy is a destiny of humanity which cannot be averted.  

It can be delayed but not defeated. 

Why should the rest of the world care?  

Horace said it best: mutato nomine de te fabula narratur.  

‘Change only the name and this story is also about you’”. 
Letter written in prison on May 6, 2013 by Ethiopian journalist Eskinder Nega10  

 

 

Arayo Getoehew Alayo and Mastewal Birahnu are two Ethiopian journalists. The first 

one worked as a journalist for the newspaper Addis Ababa Times; the second was the general 

manager of a printing company publishing prominent newspapers. Despite their different 

professional backgrounds and distinctive experiences in the media industry, Arayo and 

Mastewal have something in common: seven days before we met them, they fled Ethiopia.  

 

After having talked to more than 60 journalists, we notice something different in the eyes of 

these two media professionals. They are extremely shy, speaking softly, looking away. Their 

eyes show anxiety and distress. Are they seeking asylum? Do they have relatives here? What 

about their journalistic work, will they continue to write? 

                                                           
10

 Eskinger Nega, editor of Satenaw newspaper, was jailed seven times by Ethiopian authorities for treason, terrorism and 
“outrages against the Constitution”. On July 13, 2012 he was sent back to prison because of articles he published about 
the impact of the popular uprisings in the Middle East. His letter was published by Armitage, J. 2013. “Voices in 
Danger”. The Independent. Retrieved from http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/voices-in-danger-jailed-for-
18-years-for-criticising-ethiopias-government-journalist-eskinder-nega-vows-to-keep-fighting-8644555.html 
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“We do not have any plans, we do not know where to go. I think we still need time to digest 

what we just went through and to think about what we will do next,” Arayo explains.  

 

The anxiety in their eyes is caused by what all Ethiopian journalists in exile identify as their 

biggest fear: Ethiopian security agents live in the city where they are seeking safe haven. 

Their presence here can be also cut short at any time: Kenya has handed over opponent 

figures to the Ethiopia government before. Three years ago, two refugees considered as 

political opponents back home, Mesfin Abebe Abdissa and Tasfahun Camadaa Gurmessaa, 

were handed over by Kenyan authorities to the Ethiopian government. After two years of 

torture, physical mutilation and incommunicado detention, Abdisa was sentenced to death and 

Gurmessaa to life imprisonment11.  

 

“We have also heard rumours of two other opposition leaders being handed over to the 

regime in Addis about six months ago”, Mastewal says. 

 

Arayo and Mastewal are not seeking asylum on political grounds: they are not political 

activists. But in Ethiopia this no longer makes a difference. Journalists, activists, 

representatives of NGOs or civil society groups … the extensive list of individuals who were 

threatened, attacked or persecuted by Ethiopian authorities clearly illustrates the 

government’s ongoing campaign of violence and intimidation against critical voices. 

 

[Arayo shares his story] One day when, I was leaving home to go to my office when three secret agents kidnapped me 

and threw me into a private car. They had guns in their hands and told me: ‘you should stop working in the media 

especially with Feteh newspaper, which is owned by Temesgen Desalegn, and Addis Times,12’. I am the designer of the 

websites of these two newspapers and because of this, security agents suspected me of writing controversial 

information.  

 

Government security agents have followed my family and told my relatives and friends to tell me not to cross the 

red line … so of course my family is afraid. Even your friends are scared to be seen with you because they fear the 

government will assimilate them to your activities.   

 

The security agents who kidnapped me warned me: ‘we have our own strategy, we can kill you or hire mercenaries to 

harm you … look at the 2005 elections, remember what we did.  We killed so many people, we arrested so many 

journalists … so we advise you to stop’.  

                                                           
11 McQuaid, K. 2011 [July 26]. “Refugees as human rights defenders: Can they protect or do they need protecting?” 
Pambuza News. Issue 541. Retrieved from http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/features/75209/print 
12 Temesgen Desalegn was the editor of independent newspaper Feteh before he was sentenced to 18 years in prison the 

High Court for inciting the public to overthrow the constitutional order, defaming the state, and spreading false rumours 

to incite the public against the government. He was eventually released in August 2012.  

” 

http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/features/75209/print
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Last year, I printed about 30,000 copies of Feteh, which were announcing the death of President Meles Zenawi. 

Before circulation, the government seized all the copies and burnt them.  

 

The Communication Affairs Deputy Director and the Justice Deputy Minister explicitly told me that I should stop 

printing Feteh newspaper otherwise they would take the necessary measures. The government has filed four charges 

against me because I published a newspaper. Temesgen, the editor of Feteh, was convicted with the same charges 

including defamation and promoting public violence.  

 

The government paused the trial and I was informed that if I stopped printing the newspaper, they would also stop 

the court case against me.  

 

Before I fled Ethiopia, I was asked to attend a meeting that will happen in seven days. I know what this meeting is all 

about: the authorities want to talk about the court case again. I was told that if I accept the prosecution as legal, or 

even if I don’t actually, I will be facing 17 years of imprisonment and a 500,000 Birr (USD 27,000) fine. [Under 

Ethiopian law, a printing company is also accountable for offending articles in a publication it prints]  

 

Temesgen and I were trying to promote different ideas for the public. But under these challenges, the situation got 

worse and we could no longer continue to work freely. 

 

 

 

Arayo, like the majority of journalists working for private media in the country, remembers 

the 2005 elections very well. Journalists who covered the protests that erupted that year after 

the results of the election were contested were severely condemned by the government for 

informing the public about the incidents. Over 20 journalists were arrested, three of whom 

were held without trial until August 200713. Hundreds of protesters were arrested and more 

than 80 people were killed by security forces. A few months later, 18 Ethiopian newspapers 

were shut down14. 

 

Mastewal is also haunted by memories of the 2005 elections. Yet, it is his future more than 

his past that worries him the most. Sitting next to Arayo, Mastewal looks distressed. For the 

past five years, Mastewal was the general manager of Mastewal Printing and Advertising 

PNC, a printing company in Addis. But last year his business was shut down after he printed 

copies of Feteh. Today, Mastewal is in Nairobi when he should have been attending a very 

special meeting in Addis Ababa the following week. 

 

                                                           
13

 OpenNet Initiative. 2009. Internet filtering in Ethiopia. Retrieved from 
https://opennet.net/sites/opennet.net/files/ONI_Ethiopia_2009.pdf 
14

 Howden, D. 2013. Ethiopia’s hushed voices. Retrieved from http://gga.org/analysis/ethiopia2019s-hushed-
voices/?utm_source=OpenNetworksCRM&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=OpenNetworksCRM 
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The principal element that forced me into exile was when the government asked to accept the prosecution as legal. I 

know that the government is currently trying to collect information about me to prove that I tried to initiate violence 

during the last elections in Ethiopia. Security agents have listened to my conversations, looked at my messages, asked 

me for my Facebook and email passwords ...  

 

My friends are still under threat in Ethiopia. Reeyot Alemu15, who used to write a column for the paper that I was 

publishing, Eskinder Nega, who is my friend, and Woubshet Taye16 … they are all in prison. Because of my relations 

with these people, I am sure that if the government catches, they will also take me to jail. 

 

So I am not quite sure what I will do after this. I didn’t have time to make any plans because I came here as soon as I 

heard about this meeting next week.  

 

 

Mastewal and Arayo’s accounts raise questions: what sort of legal protection are journalists 

entitled to in Ethiopia? If media laws do guarantee the right to freedom of expression, how 

could Reeyot Alemu, Woubshet Taye and Eskinder Nega, among the finest writers and 

journalists in the country, be in prison?  

 

 

                                                           
15 Former columnist for Feteh and editor of the magazine Change, she is serving a five-year jail term for under the Anti-terrorism law.  
16 Former deputy editor of Awramba Times. Last year, he was sentenced to a 14-year prison under the Anti-terrorism law for an 

opinion piece he published, criticising the ruling party. 

“The government has filed four charges against me 
because I published a newspaper. If I accept the 
prosecution as legal, I will be facing 17 years of 
imprisonment and a 500,000 Birr fine” 

” 
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A restrictive legal framework 

The country’s Constitution guarantees the right to freedom of expression and Ethiopia has 

ratified the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights which recognises that “every 

individual shall have the right to receive information17”. Last November, Ethiopia was 

appointed as a member of the United Nations Human Rights Council and, as such, 

committed to uphold “the highest standards of human rights as enshrined in the constitution 

of the country and in the international and regional human rights treaties that Ethiopia has 

ratified18”. 

 

However, the high numbers of Ethiopian journalists leaving the country due to work-related 

persecution stand in stark contrast to this commitment to international and regional treaties. 

In the past 12 years, 22 per cent of African journalists going into exile were Ethiopian.  

 

A number of restrictive legislation, such as the 2008 Freedom of the Mass Media and Access to 

Information Proclamation, were also passed into law, further limiting Ethiopian journalists’ 

room for manoeuvre.  

 

When professional journalism becomes terrorism  

But the media law which has affected press freedom in Ethiopia most adversely and pushed 

many journalists out of the country is without doubt the 2009 Anti-Terrorism Law. 

 

The law, which stipulates that “publication of a statement likely to be understood as a direct 

or indirect encouragement of terrorism is punishable by up to 20 years in prison,” has been 

repeatedly used by the Ethiopian government to silence critical voices19.  

 

According to CPJ, 11 journalists have been found guilty of “terrorist activities” since 2011, 

including Eskinder Nega, Temesgen Desalegn, Woubshet Taye and Reeyot Alemu, who 

have become emblematic figures of Ethiopia’s struggle for media freedom20. Two other 

journalists are still on trial for the same charges. The remaining five journalists, who 

currently live in exile, were charged in absentia. Among them is Elias Kifle, who is now based 

in the USA where he works as the editor of the opposition website Ethiopian Review.  

 

                                                           
17 African Union. 1981. African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights. Retrieved from 

http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/z1afchar.htm 
18

 Howden, D. 2013. Ethiopia’s hushed voices. Retrieved from http://gga.org/analysis/ethiopia2019s-hushed-
voices/?utm_source=OpenNetworksCRM&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=OpenNetworksCRM 
19Freedom House. 2012. Freedom on the Net: Ethiopia. Retrieved from http://www.refworld.org/docid/5062e8a51e.html 
20

 CPJ. 2012 [June 27]. Eskinder Nega, 5 exiled journalists convicted of terrorism. Retrieved from 
http://www.cpj.org/2012/06/eskinder-nega-5-exiled-journalists-convicted-of-te.php 
 

http://www.cpj.org/2012/06/eskinder-nega-5-exiled-journalists-convicted-of-te.php
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Arayo, who is a close friend of Reeyot Alemu, has tears in his eyes when talking about his 

former colleague: 

 

“She was in prison and she was very sick. She was in hospital to receive treatment and then 

sent back to prison. I arrived a week later to check on her at the Kality prison and she was 

really ill at that moment. She asked the prison officers to bring her to the hospital but they 

told her to wait. She did not get any treatment. It so heart-breaking and discouraging for all 

those journalists who are ready to pay the price, to sacrifice their life for media freedom”.  

 

Ethiopian journalists in exile: a one-way journey? 

Reading about their colleagues who are still imprisoned, the majority of Ethiopian exiled 

journalists know that it is not yet time to go home.  

 

At the same time, life in exile can also be an opportunity to publish what would otherwise be 

censored at home and support the work of the colleagues left behind.  

 

In this quest for free flow of information across borders, Internet and social media have 

become Ethiopian exiled journalists’ most powerful tools to continue exercising their 

profession. Through blogs, websites, Facebook, Twitter and online forums, the exiled media 

community can raise issues that would normally go unheard in Ethiopia.  

 

Fasil Agegnehu, a journalist in exile in the Netherlands, took part in this effort to maintain 

the free flow of information in Ethiopia when he created ESAT (Ethiopian Satellite 

Television) in 2010, an independent Ethiopian TV and radio station based in London and 

Amsterdam. The network broadcasts information around the world, including in Ethiopia – 

except when Ethiopian authorities block access to the channel21. Fasil had fled Ethiopia after 

serving a 17-month jail term following the 2005 elections.  

 

But being a journalist in exile does not come without challenges. If there is one element that 

distinguishes Ethiopia from other countries in East Africa, it is the extremely high level of 

surveillance and espionage put in place by Ethiopian authorities, inside the country and 

across its borders. All Ethiopian journalists met during this research had had their email 

accounts hacked or their phone wiretapped while in Kenya or Uganda. Some have reported 

these attacks to the police to identify their “hackers” but with limited rights and restricted 

financial resources [in Uganda, we were told that the police charge a fee to conduct such investigations] 

they are unable to improve their protection. 

                                                           
21 Interview with the UNHCR. 2012 [May, 4]. Accessible on http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0JevN_gYARI 
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Fasil Girma, an Ethiopian journalist in exile, stopped writing on his political commentary 

blog when he realised the persecutors he ran away from at home were following his activities 

online. Fasil started as a reporter for the government-run Ethiopian Radio and Television 

Agency (ERTA) in 2006 after which he resigned to join the local desk of Transparency 

International as an investigate journalism trainer and researcher in 2010. To express his 

frustration regarding the growing censorship and lack of professionalism in Ethiopian media, 

he gradually moved from journalism to activism.   

 

Six months ago, Fasil left Ethiopia fearing that his association with international 

organisations would lead to his arrest. Even though he now lives in Kenya, his blog and 

Facebook accounts continue to be hacked by government security forces. For now, he is too 

scared to continue his activism online. He has heard too many stories of activists and 

refugees being handed over to Ethiopian authorities to take that risk.  

 

Information across borders 

The question of how to write online safely has haunted Zerihun Tesfaye for quite some 

time. Zerihun is one of the most prominent Ethiopian exiled journalists in Kenya. He 

arrived in Nairobi in 2009. Back home, he was the editor of Addis Neger and a political 

commentator for Feteh, Le'elena, Addis Times and Negadrass.  He decided to flee his country 

along with nine of his Addis Neger colleagues when Ethiopian authorities closed down the 

newspaper in 2009. Under the Anti-terrorism law, they faced the risk of being put behind 

bars for promoting illegal organisations. 

 

But Zerihun did not leave his profession behind. As soon as he settled in Nairobi, he 

established an online version of the now defunct newspaper Addis Neger Online together with 

his colleagues in exile. Internet, as they quickly discovered, could play an important role in 

bridging the information gap at home.  

 

Throughout the years, Zerihun has successfully managed to continue journalism without 

necessarily having to change his email password every month or constantly switching off his 

mobile phone to avoid unwanted calls. With the help of a few press freedom organisations, 

he received training in cyber safety and now knows how to remain untraceable when sharing 

information online.  

 

The training has allowed him to continue writing for people back home and raise awareness 

about press freedom in Ethiopia at the international level, with publications in the Deutsche 

Welle and on CPJ’s website. Zerihun, who won the Hellman/Hammet Award from Human 

Rights Watch in 2011, is currently working on translating digital security materials for 

Ethiopian journalists working inside and outside the country. 
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    I started online blogging when I came to 

Kenya. After I fled the country, I felt so much 

emotional pain so I talked with friends who had 

left Ethiopia with me and we decided to launch 

Addis Neger Online in order to at least have a 

space … a little space to be heard online. We 

had to ask different organisations to provide us 

with funds for a start-up because we didn’t have 

any money to pay for writers or reporters.  

The journalists who remained in Ethiopia were 

ready to provide us with information but the 

main problem was: how to communicate with 

them? We urgently needed to get technological 

know-how on how to safely communicate 

without letting our friends down, since, as you 

know, the government is always monitoring 

journalists. We eventually found organisations 

that were ready to provide us with the 

technique and materials. The training lasted for 

a week, after which we started using those 

technologies to write and communicate. 

We also started to share this training with our journalists in Ethiopia through online media. At that stage, we were able to 

communicate and receive information from people in Ethiopia in a safe way.  

As a journalist in exile, I can’t imagine life without Internet. Without it, how 

could we communicate? How could we send emails? How could we exchange 

information? How could we say what we want? Today, within a second, you 

can have what you want from home. Despite all the threats, you get a 

platform to communicate with your colleagues and with the public at large. 

Social media have helped me a lot, I have the chance to get updates from 

home and around the world, and it’s easy to see what’s going on. Of course 

there are challenges like government surveillance. Some websites have been 

attacked and shut down in Ethiopia. The government even tried to tell 

Facebook to label the front page of Addis Neger Online as illegal. So there are 

threats but, as an exiled journalist, having such technologies is an opportunity. 

We want our colleagues in exile to know that there will always be a space 

available for them to feel that they can continue their mission, to make them 

feel strong and continue writing what they had been writing at home. 

 

“As a journalist in 

exile, I can’t imagine 

life without Internet. 

Without it, how could 

we exchange 

information? how 

could we say what we 

want?” 

” 

“ 
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Dereje Begashaw has a 30-year long career in 

journalism and political activism. He worked for 

Asqual newspaper before he fled into exile.  

   After the 2005 elections, some security 

agents came to my house and kidnapped 

me. They took me to the intelligence 

office, harassed me, and told me to stop 

writing. I called my managing director to 

know what we should do. He told me ‘for 

the moment, you should hide’. I 

immediately switched off my phone and 

went into hiding for three weeks. I went to 

a monastery but even there it was not safe 

so I came back. I changed my clothes, I let 

my hair grow and I was no longer wearing 

my glasses … I looked like a beggar. But 

after that, our office was shut down and 

the police stole some of our materials … 

so I decided to flee. 

When I left, I did not have any legal documents with me. I am Ethiopian, I was born in Ethiopia, I thought I would stay in 

Ethiopia for the rest of my life so I never had any travel documents. I didn’t know anything about Kenya, but I left.   

I bought a bus ticket to Moyale where I met a broker who agreed to help me enter Kenya illegally. After three days, when 

we were about to start our journey, I heard someone speaking in Amharic. I recognised this voice: it was my colleague! He 

now works for ESAT in London. We walked for 30 kilometres and in the middle of the night, we had to sleep on the floor, 

without blankets, without clothes … we could only count the stars in the sky. I will never forget that day in my life.  

The next day, a truck came to pick us up. There were security checks everywhere but 

after one week and 760 km, we finally reached Nairobi.  

Former colleagues from Ethiopia hosted us. But a few days after I arrived, I was arrested 

by the Kenyan police. They asked me to show my ID but because it was the Christmas 

season, I did not register with the UNHCR yet. Several days later, plain clothes officers 

came to my place and kidnapped me. I told them I was a journalist but they threw me 

into a car and started driving. After my friends collected money to give to the police, I 

was released.  

This country saved my life from Ethiopia but the security situation was too dangerous so 

I left again, this time to Uganda. Even now, when I see someone wearing a shirt in the 

same colours as those worn by policemen, I am scared. Even though I still have to 

switch off my phone every day, I continue to write. My right is writing, my hobby is 

writing, my life is writing. 

“

” 

“Even though I 

still have to 

switch off my 

phone every day, I 

continue to write. 

My right is 

writing, my hobby 

is writing, my life 

is writing”  
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All Ethiopian exiled journalists share the belief that living in Kenya or Uganda is not safe, 

even though it is better than working in Addis. As Human Rights Watch researcher Laetitia 

Bader explains, “Ethiopian journalists in exile are far less networked and supported than 

their Somali counterparts for example. They tend to go more undercover because of the fear 

of being handed over. They are much more marginalised and isolated when living in exile22”.  

 

Ethiopian exiled journalists are advocating for two main forms of support. The first one is to 

receive training in “cyber safety”. All have expressed a strong willingness to learn how to 

share information online without being identified or monitored by government security 

forces. 

 

The second form of support is advocacy for resettlement. As the majority of Ethiopian 

exiled journalists informed us, it is very easy for Ethiopian authorities to track down the 

whereabouts of Ethiopian journalists missing in action because Kenya and Uganda are very 

close to Ethiopia. Ethiopian journalists need to be in a place where they feel safe to write 

and speak without the fear of being brought home by force.  

 

Resettlement also comes with professional and educational opportunities. Girma Fantaye, 

for example, is an Ethiopian exiled journalist who recently spent a year in the USA to attend 

university there. Girma co-founded the newspaper Addis Neger to write about politics and 

current affairs. He was among the eight journalists who fled Ethiopia with Zerihun Tesfaye 

in 2009. Girma lives in a different city than Zerihun but he managed to find his way around 

life in exile as a journalist by contributing to Addis Neger Online.  

 

Last year, he received the prestigious John S. Knight Journalism Fellow Scholarship to study 

journalism at Stanford University. The programme required all students to study a specific 

topic throughout the academic year. His choice was the following: “exploring mechanisms to 

make exiled media sustainable and ensure their relevance and significance.” 

 

Girma has now returned to his first country of asylum, where he hopes to take his study 

project to a higher level: “creating my own TV channel for Ethiopian exiled journalists, just 

like the success story of Democratic Voice of Burma,” he says.  

 

A few weeks after we left Kenya and Uganda, we received very encouraging news: Zerihun 

had just relocated to the USA. But the exception has not yet become the norm: Fasil, 

Mastewal, Arayo and many other Ethiopian journalists in exile are still waiting for their 

second journey to freedom … in silence. 

                                                           
22 Interview with Laetitia Bader, Human Rights Watch. April 8th 2013. 
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Newspapers: 8  

Radio stations: 4 

TV stations: 4 

RSF Index:  170 out of 179 

Freedom House: not free  

Number of journalist killed: 2 (since 1992) 

Number of journalists (currently) in jail: 4  

Number of journalist in exile: more than 50 

Internet penetration rate: 62 %  

 

When we met Nagla Sidahmed Elsheik, a freelance Sudanese blogger and film-maker now 

living in exile in Uganda, she expressed a feeling that no other exiled journalists articulated to 

us before. This feeling that has been haunting her since her arrival in Kampala last year is 

guilt.  

 

A year ago, Nagla and her family fled Sudan.  

 

Nagla was a blogger, reporter and activist in her home country for nearly 4 years. She was 

considered to be one the most influential bloggers in her country. With her video camera 

constantly glued to her shoulder, she documented press freedom and human rights 

violations all across Sudan. 

 

But after numerous attacks by Sudan’s National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS) 

agents and direct threats to some of her family members, Nagla decided that she could no 

longer jeopardise her family’s security in her fight for press freedom. 

 

In July 2012, she and her husband opted to flee Sudan to live in Kampala, Uganda. Even 

though she has found the safety she was looking for to continue exercising her profession, 

Nagla cannot help but being plagued with remorse.  

 

“When I came to Kampala, I was shocked. Everyday, I would hear news that young people 

part of the Girifna movement [Sudanese opposition movement led by university students 

meaning  ‘we are fed up’] and members of opposition parties were subjected to violations 

and detention,” Nagla explains.  
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“I was in pain because I started my activisim with those young people. I felt I should 

continue with them. All I could think about was the torture, the beatings they must have 

gone through”. 

 

While trying to express the guilt she continues to feel after a year in exile, tears start to roll 

down from Nagla’s maudlin eyes. Unconstestably, Nagla has kept these feelings to herself 

for too long, trying to hold on to the promise she made to herself the day she arrived in 

Uganda: she has to remain strong.  

 

Her tears are the results of a long attempt to cope with the distance that separates her from 

her colleagues.  

 

I blame myself for leaving them in that situation and leaving Sudan to live here in peace.  

 

When I arrived in Uganda, I thought I had to share those feelings with other people. I was so sensitive. I used 

to cry everytime I heard some of our young people were detained or imprisoned. Sometimes I would even stay 

awake for more than 24 hours just to stay informed about the situation of those young activists in Khartoum. I 

felt sad that I was not with them. I believed that I had to endure the torture and the beatings with them. 

“I used to cry every time I 
heard some of our young 
people were detained or 
imprisoned. I believed that 
I had to endure the torture 
and the beatings with them. 
I still feel guilty that I left 
those people behind me” 

“ 



33 
 

 

Because my situation was getting really bad, I went to a psychologist. She advised me to continue working on 

the internet, doing what I was used to doing back home.  

 

As a result, I became very active online, any news that concerned Sudan … I would write about it and publish 

it. This gave me the feeling that I was doing something for those people. But still, I feel guilty that I left those 

people behind me. 

 

Nagla’s commitment to press freedom in Sudan started in 2009. After realising the extent to 

which press freedom and human rights violations were going unheard, she decided to put an 

end to her carreer as an accountant. Her frustration about the high level of censorship 

imposed on the press and the subsequent lack of professional journalism in the country 

brought Nagla to two fields that she is not ready to give up: journalism and activism. 

 

“I decided to be a blogger because there is no 

freedom of expression in Sudan. All the newspapers 

are censored or confiscated. Also, what you publish 

on the Internet is always kept in archives, you can 

always find it again years later. It will never be lost 

compared to newspapers. In Sudan, the blogger has 

more freedom to write than the journalist because 

the current laws do not include bloggers or social 

media activists,” Nagla explains while trying to dry 

her tears. 

 

Since then, she had uploaded more than 3,000 films on her own website, blog and YouTube 

channel. Nagla also distributes some of her materials to key Sudanese information websites 

such as the Sudanese Online.     

 

But even though Nagla had thousands of followers back home, not everybody seemed to be 

pleased with her active coverage.  

 

On January 6th 2012, five officers from Sudan’s National Intelligence and Security Service 

(NISS) and a number of policemen raided her home in Khartoum. Threatened with a gun to 

her head in front of her own children, security forces searched her house and confiscated all 

her media equipment including the family’s three laptops, PC desktop, two cameras, seven 

USB keys, her cell phones and some private writings.  

 

[In Khartoum] “I did not 

have any time to waste 

because I was always busy 

producing films. Now, I 

have plenty of time but I 

can’t use it for the benefit 

of Sudanese people” 

” 
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Nagla showing her wounds on her Youtube channel after she 

was beaten by security forces  

Four months later, Nagla was taken into the streets and 

severely beaten by two security agents while filming the 

funeral of a student allegedly killed by the NISS in Darfur. “I 

almost fainted,” she recalls “and they broke my video camera”. 

In an effort to keep her off the streets and away from 

documenting the student protests, she was summoned to the 

offices of the NISS for questioning for several days. After half 

a day of detention without food or water, Nagla was taken to 

hospital to recover from hypoglycaemia. 

  

“During our last days in Khartoum, when I would hear cars 

coming into the streets, I would immediately think that it was 

the NISS coming to our house again. But despite my fears, I 

had to look very brave and strong in front of my children, my 

husband, my brothers and the activists because they all looked 

at me as a strong person. I did not want to fail them so I tried 

not to show any fear or weakness. Even when I was beaten in 

the middle of the street, I did not show any pain, I stood up 

next to the people there as a strong woman,” Nagla explains. 

 

To stay strong in front of her relatives, Nagla did not show 

any sign of fear when she received warnings from her lawyers 

that, if she had not been officially detained in prison after the 

protests, it was probably because the NISS was preparing a 

case against her especially since they confiscated all her 

equipment. 

 

 

However, in July 2012, when she started to receive phone calls and Facebook messages from 

security agents threatening to harm her 14-year-old daughter, Nagla and her husband 

decided it was time to leave Sudan. “For a long time, I was against the idea of leaving Sudan 

but I decided to leave when the situation became dangerous for my children … not for me,” 

she adds. 

 

“Coming to Kampala was not my preferred option. It was Kenya, Ethiopia or Cairo. But I 

was scared that the Egyptian government could hand over political opponents to the 

Sudanese regime and I was also told that finding a job in Ethiopia would be very difficult. 

Also, my husband had a project that he wanted to launch in Kampala that would provide us 

with enough income to live in Uganda so we came here”.  
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Looking back at her life in Sudan, Nagla explains that “in Khartoum, our economic situation 

was very good. My husband was working as a purchase manager earning about 10,000,000 

Sudanese Pounds (2,300 USD) and my children were enrolled in very good schools. And I 

did not have any time to waste because I was always busy producing films on humanitarian 

and political issues”. 

 

“Now I feel I have plenty of time but I can’t use for the benefit of the Sudanese people. 

Every time there is a demonstration in Sudan, I am very upset because there is no one to 

document it, no one dares to talk about it! But I still believe that being here is a necessity”. 

 

No freedom after expression? 

The media landscape that Nagla left behind is complex: it is 

diverse in content with communist, Islamist, opposition and 

pro-government newspapers; yet it also extremely controlled 

and curtailed. A number of publications are still being 

suspended or confiscated by the NISS. All editors-in-chief 

continue to receive calls from government agents indicating 

which stories to remove before publication. 

 

A report by Sudanese researcher Abdelgadir Mohamed 

Abdelgadir shows that, from August 2011 to December 2012, 

14 Sudanese journalists were banned from writing, eight were 

tried before court and had to pay fines (as high as 700 USD) or 

served jail terms if unable to pay the penalties, five information 

websites were blocked and 38 attempts were made by the NISS 

to block the publication of various newspapers in the 

country23.  

 

As Nagla quickly discovered in her four-year career as a video reporter and blogger in Sudan, 

certain stories are better left untold. Journalists in Sudan have all heard about the red list, an 

inventory clearly indicating the list of topics banned to the press that it regularly sent by the 

NISS to editors in chief and freelance reporters. Topics often listed as no-go include the 

Darfur crisis, conflict in the Kordofan and Blue Nile regions, coverage of events in the Nuba 

Mountains, [before its independence] the secession of South Sudan, accusations of the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) against President Bashir, corruption and abuses from 

government forces. 

                                                           
23

 Abdelgadir, M.A. 2013. Pens under Siege: Violations of Press Freedom and Freedom of Expression in Sudan. Retrieved from 
http://www.freemedia.at/fileadmin/media/Pens_Under_the_Seige_01.pdf 
 

Who is an exiled journalist? 

The Sudanese media community living abroad 

is mainly divided into two groups:  

 Journalists who fled Sudan due to work-

related persecution, like Nagla. They are 

“refugees” seeking asylum to find physical 

safety. The majority lives in Kenya, Uganda 

and Egypt. 

 Journalists who left home in search of a 

more lucrative profession and lifestyle 

abroad. They are “economic migrants” 

looking for financial security. Most of 

them live in the USA, Canada or in the 

Gulf countries.  

As explained in the methodology, this 

research focuses only on the situation of 

Sudanese journalists who have become 

refugees as a result of harassment, detention 

and attacks at home. 
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Listening to the stories of all the Sudanese journalists met during this research, it clearly 

appears that all fled Sudan because they transgressed the red-list rule at one point or another. 

Nagla, for example, extensively covered the conflict in the Kordofan region and especially in 

the Nuba Mountains.  

 

Jaafar Alsabki Ibrahim, a Sudanese journalist from Darfur, also paid a high price for not 

abiding by the red list.  

 

“With the beginning of the Darfur crisis in 2002, problems started to arise. I used to travel 

to Darfur frequently since I come from there. I would write about Darfur to tell the truth 

about what was going on. I sent the news to various media outlets including Al Jazeera,” he 

explains. 

 

Eight years after the beginning of the conflict, Jaafar was arrested by the NISS while working 

for the opposition newspaper Al-Sahafa. Along with eight other well-known Darfuri activists 

and journalists, he was held incommunicado and his cell phone was confiscated. Jaafar was 

detained based on suspicions that he was sending reports about Darfur to Radio Dabanga. 

 

“I was imprisoned for almost a year in a very famous jail in Khartoum called the Kober 

prison where I was subjected to torture,” he adds.  

 

In June 2011, Jaafar was taken to court where he had to face four accusations including 

working against the regime, contacting the International Criminal Court, supporting the 

collapse of the government and undermining the constitutional system. Charges for the 

fourth accusation, he explains, range from long jail terms to hanging.  

 

Luckily, Jaafar did not have to face the latter sentence. After his tenth month in prison, a 

number of organisations and local journalists called for his release. While attending a 

breakfast ceremony during the holy month of Ramadan, Mahmoud Abu Saleh, editor-in-

chief of Al Ayam newspaper, asked President Bashir to grant amnesty to Jaafar. The 

President answered positively and expressed his intention to free all Darfuri journalists. In 

August 2011, Jaafar was eventually released from prison but he had to wait another three 

months before the Sudanese Minister of Justice formally dropped all charges against him. 

 

After 10 months of detention and repeated torture, Jaafar developed a heart disease, which 

he still suffers from today.  
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On the day of my release, security agents informed that I was no longer allowed to write for any 

newspapers. If I wanted to write, I could only publish stories about sports and arts, but not about politics. 

 

After nine years in journalism, I could no longer work freely so … I decided to go into exile. A journalist is 

someone who has integrity and writes the truth. A journalist loses his professionalism and integrity because 

he can’t write about the things he should be writing about. But journalism in Sudan today means writing 

what the government allows you to write. The moral of journalism does not accept that. 

 

With the help of my newspaper, we found a workshop in Kenya and I submitted an application to attend 

it. The application was approved and, since then, I haven’t left Kenya. I am now following an English 

language course to develop my skills. Thanks to this, I was also able to receive a one-year resident permit 

from the Kenyan government to finish my studies.  

 

Nairobi is safer for me but my family back home is still in danger. Security forces in Sudan continue to 

harass my family. They ask them, ‘where is this man?’ They even told them ‘tell him to come here, we will 

not do anything to him’. I warned my family not to give them any of my information”.  

 

For the last six months, I has been living on the remittances that I receive from my brother back in Sudan. 

Because I don’t speak English fluently, I haven’t been able to find a job. I am struggling to cover my own 

living costs in Nairobi so I can’t even support my wife and three children at home. Like me, they also need 

assistance.  

 

“A journalist is someone who 
has integrity and writes the 
truth. But journalism in Sudan 
today means writing what the 
government allows you to 
write. The moral of journalism 
does not accept that” 

“ 

” 
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Like many other journalists living in exile in East Africa, Jaafar does not dare to write 

because of his fear of reprisal. “I read news on the Internet to follow information and, 

sometimes, I post things on Facebook or Twitter but I no longer write,” he comments. 

 

“I know that I will never leave journalism, I will continue to be a journalist from outside 

Sudan. For the moment, I would like to finish my English language course and get some 

training in broadcast journalism so that I can find a job as a freelancer for one of the 

international media agencies here in Kenya”.  

 

Sudanese exiled media 

The majority of Sudanese journalists in exile share a similar willingness to develop their 

professional capacity in their country of asylum. Some of them have even managed to 

develop successful careers in the media sector.  

 

This capacity to adapt to a new working environment is particularly visible on online media, 

where websites created for and by the diaspora thrive. One of the most popular websites 

among the diaspora is the Sudan Tribune. Even though the Sudanese government regularly 

blocks a number of those websites, information websites provide a platform for Sudanese 

journalists in exile to express themselves freely. But traditional media are not completely out 

of the picture when it comes to informing Sudanese citizens from a distant location. Radio 

Dabanga, for example, broadcasts from the Netherlands and has offices in Darfur and 

Khartoum. Focusing on information related to Sudan, Darfur and Darfuri refugees, Radio 

Dabanga is the second most listened radio in the country after state-operated Radio Omdurman 

with 27 percent of the population listening to the station every day. 

 

Nagla also tries her best to transform this necessity of living in 

exile into an opportunity. When events related to Sudan occur in 

Kampala, she takes her camera and uploads her materials on 

social media for people at home. Because she is convinced that 

change will eventually come to Sudan, Nagla wants to prepare 

for the future. “I would like to train some of those young 

activists, those who are in exile but also those who remain in 

Sudan so that we can improve our work. As soon as there is a 

change, we will immediately go back,” she says. But before this 

happens, Nagla insists on sending a message to her colleagues 

back home: “we are all paying a very high price for changing the 

system but this is the biggest honour anybody can have in life. When you choose the difficult 

way, you can lose on the personal side but you will win on the moral side because you are 

giving the notion of change a new meaning, you are changing things in a better way”.   

“We are all paying a 

very high price for 

changing the system 

but this is the biggest 

honour anybody can 

have in life” 
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SOUTH SUDAN 
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Newspapers: 3  

Radio stations: 12 

TV stations: 5 

Ranking on RSF Index:  124 out of 179 

Freedom House: not free  

Number of journalist killed: 1 

Number of detention/attacks against journalists: 12 

Number of journalist in exile: 5 

Internet penetration rate: 19 % (in 2011)  

 

South Sudan is the youngest country in the world. The state of South Sudan surfaced on the 

world map in July 2011 after a 30-year-long struggle for independence led by the Sudan 

People's Liberation Army (SPLA), a former guerrilla movement now ruling the country. 

 

Talking about exiled journalists from a country that is only two years old may sound a little 

premature. The country is still in the early stages of what a number of academics would call 

“nation building”.  

 

The new-born country has plenty of challenges to deal with: weak institutions, poor 

infrastructures, high poverty rates, a fragile peace agreement, tribal violence and a poorly 

developed legal framework. This necessity to build is also valid for the media, which play an 

important role in the nation building process: more than ever, citizens need to be informed 

about government affairs, infrastructural developments, new facilities, new laws, etc.  

 

The South Sudanese media landscape is also one of the youngest in the world. Positive 

signals were sent to South Sudanese journalists following independence: the Minister of 

Information, Barnaba Marial Benjamin, indicated that South Sudan would respect freedom 

of the press and allow journalists unrestricted access across the country.  

 

In February 2013, the government of South Sudan accepted to be the first African state to 

implement the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity 

which aims to create a free and safe environment for journalists and media workers24. 

                                                           
24

 UN News Centre. 2013 [February 11]. South Sudan to be ‘pilot country’ for new UN initiative protecting journalists. Retrieved 
from http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=44110 
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Yet, a look at the press freedom situation in this newly independent country points to a 

worrying trend. In addition to increasing numbers of journalists being detained or harassed, 

five South Sudanese journalists have fled into exile since 2011.   

 

Independence now, media freedom later 

Five months after South Sudan declared its independence, national security services arrested 

Ngor Aguot Garang and Dengdit Ayok, editor and deputy editor of Destiny, a private 

newspaper based in Juba. Both were arrested for 18 days for publishing an opinion article 

criticising the President of South Sudan and not conforming to “the media code of conduct 

and professional ethics25”. 

 

On December 5th 2012, Isaiah Diing Abraham Chan Awuol, political commentator for news 

websites such as the Sudan Tribune, Gurtong, and SudaneseOnline, was shot dead outside his 

home by two unidentified gunmen. His last article, publishing in the Sudan Tribune, called on 

South Sudanese authorities to refrain from supporting Sudanese rebel groups26. 

 

The death of Isaiah Diing Abraham has raised concerns as to the future of journalism in 

South Sudan. According to John Penn, a South Sudanese journalist now living in exile in 

Kenya, there are two main reasons why press freedom is deteriorating at home. 

 

The first one is the absence of a media law. Since the country achieved independence, talks 

about a new media law have been on-going but, at the time of writing his report, no 

legislation had yet been passed. “Violence against journalists will continue to occur until a 

media law is implemented by the South Sudanese Parliament,” John Penn says. “The 

government is not protecting us. There is no law to protect journalists in South Sudan,” he 

continues. 

 

The second reason why press freedom is still very fragile in South Sudan, John Penn argues, 

is because Sudanese authorities haven’t managed to reform themselves as a legitimate 

government after years of leading a rebellion against the Sudanese government. John Penn 

knows this more than anyone else. When he was nine years old, he became a child soldier for 

the SPLA and joined the rebel movement to fight for the independence of South Sudan. 

Eight years ago, he left the SPLA to become a journalist. But seeing the inability of his 

government to engage in democratic reforms and having experienced the direct 

consequences of this incapacity himself, John Penn decided to go into exile.  

                                                           
25 Reporters without Borders. 2011 [November, 21st]. Two Destiny journalists released after two weeks. Retrieved from 
http://en.rsf.org/south-sudan-authorities-urged-to-free-two-08-11-2011,41361.html 
26 UNESCO. 2011 [December, 21]. War veteran could not preach the cause of peace. Retrieved from 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/freedom-of-expression/safety-of-
journalists/beyond-the-statistics/isaiah-diing-abraham-chan-awuol/ 
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I came to Kenya on the 31st of January 2013. I came as refugee, an asylum seeker, I ran away from South Sudan.  

It all started in 2006, when I was living in exile in Kampala. I was working for the Sudan Mirror newspaper and studying 

at Makerere University. One night, three men attacked me while I was on my way to the bus station, about to send my 

newspapers to South Sudan. They put some chemicals on me and I lost my consciousness. I woke up later that night in 

a small house in the middle of a big forest, the Mabira forest, where I was kidnapped for five days.  

The men told me: ‘we are not your enemies, we are just business people, your enemy is someone else. We were paid to 

kill you but if you just pay us the amount we want, we will release you’.  

But the deal went wrong: the man who hired them ended up not paying them. One of my kidnappers was very angry 

and decided to release me and took me to a road. In the morning, I started to walk. I spent the whole day in the bush 

and managed to reach a police station in the evening. I was taken back to Kampala and recovered at the hospital.  

After that, I decided to leave the Sudan Mirror to establish the Southern Eye newspaper. But, a year later, I was attacked 

again. I was stabbed by a knife three times. You can still see the scars here [showing his left arm] and in the back of my 

neck. I survived but I decided to leave Uganda. I returned to South Sudan with the idea of creating an organisation 

called the United Scribes Teachers and Artists of South Sudan (USTASS). 

I wanted this organisation to be a therapy for South Sudan: information therapy through media and journalists, music 

for psychological therapy and teachers for educational therapy. But the fact that we defended journalists who have 

been killed and those who are still missing got me where I am today: in exile in Kenya.  

 

 

  
“Today, I become a 
refugee for the second 
time in my life. We 
never thought we would 
be refugees again after 
independence” 
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Every year, USTASS has an annual event to launch its literacy campaign. The event in December 2012 fell on the same 

day as the funeral day of Isaiah Diing Abraham Chan Awuol, a journalist that I worked with. He happened to be my 

brother in law, he is the cousin of my wife and for that matter, some people misunderstood the event: there were 

rumours in Juba that John Penn and some organisations were organising a demonstration of journalists, artists and 

teachers. I was told that some journalists were discouraged to come and we had a really low turnout.  

 

A month later, another colleague of ours disappeared. So I decided to organise a conference to inform the public about 

it. But the night before the conference was supposed to happen, some people broke into my hotel room, ransacked the 

whole place, tore my clothes, and took my hard drive containing more than 500 Gigabytes of information. They took 

my computer, my phone, my passport, my ID cards and ran away.  

 

When I came back, I also noticed something on my pillow. There was a plastic bag and a letter. The letter said: ‘stop it 

or get this Isaiah Abraham News Years’ Eve gift’. When I opened the gift with the help of the hotel security, it was 

horrible. At first sight, we vomited. I lost my voice. The bag contained rotten bones, jawbones tied up to a bullet. 

National security came to the hotel the next morning and collected the exhibits. We all had to go to their office to be 

investigated. But when we arrived, all the exhibits had disappeared.  

 

We had to hide. For one week, we slept in friends’ apartments here and there 

when I received an email telling me to stop writing and stop launching 

campaigns. All those threats, including the letter, were signed by a certain group 

called CORPS: Committee for Operation to Restore Patriotism in South Sudan. 

I got concerned so, with a friend of mine, we decided to flee the country on the 

31st of January.   

 

My friend who was supposed to come with me never showed up. Up to today, I 

still don’t know what exactly happened to him.  

 

When I arrived in Kenya, my story appeared in local and international media. 

But my community strongly condemned me for giving out their story. I did not 

know where to go next but, this is where I am now: confined in a house for two 

months with my wife and children. Today, I become a refugee for the second time in my life now and this is after the 

independence of my country, we never thought we would be refugees again after independence. 

 

The SPLA has been a rebel movement for years so now it is difficult to convince them that the media is an integral 

part of the country. I will give you an example. In 2005, when peace talks were still going on between Sudan and South 

Sudan, I was trying to take pictures of the event when a general told me: ‘stop, I would rather be pointed at with a 

Kalashnikov than a camera’. The camera has been demonised by the rebel movement. There was no media within 

SPLA so they are not used to dealing with journalists. And that mentality is still present within the government.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“… the fact that we 

defended journalists 

who have been killed 

and those who are 

still missing got me 

where I am today: in 

exile in Kenya” 
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“I was trying to take pictures of an event when a general told 

me: ‘stop! I would rather be pointed at with a Kalashnikov 

than a camera’”. 
 

You know, before independence, we were all united … even the newspapers were supporting the campaign for the 

independence of South Sudan! I took part in the fight for independence myself. I became a soldier for the SLPA at the 

age of nine. All our revolutionary songs contained freedom of expression, freedom of the media. But, today, it is very 

discouraging to see that what we fought for is now being reversed.  

 

By being here, I have orphaned a lot of people in South Sudan, 

including my own family and some journalists who are looking up to 

me as their role model. I thought I would return to Juba but the way 

things are going now is worrying so I decided to stay outside of South 

Sudan for a while. But now, how do I drop all the projects that were so 

promising in South Sudan? How do I disassociate myself with those 

who remain back home?  

 

I have a group of journalists, I am running a number of blogs … those 

are the only hopes for the journalists who are campaigning in South 

Sudan. If I close this chapter, I will have deserted my guys in the field. 

It is just like when we were soldiers, you can’t just run away and leave 

your guys in the front line. So if there was a place where I could stay 

for a while and continue advocacy but online, that would the ideal 

solution for now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Talking from experience, John Penn definitely knows that while the fight for independence 

has been won, efforts still need to be deployed for press freedom to blossom in South 

Sudan.  

Faced with the guilt of having left his colleagues behind, John Penn continues the fight for 

media freedom on the web. He is running fifteen blogs and has designed websites for his 

colleagues, who he says are lacking the knowledge to be active online. “The majority of them 

don’t know how to create a blog on Wordpress for example,” he explains.  

“But now, how do I 

drop all the projects 

that were so promising 

in South Sudan? If I 

close this chapter, I 

will have deserted my 

guys in the field. It is 

just like when we were 

soldiers, you can’t just 

run away and leave 

your guys in the front 

line”. 
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South Sudanese exiled media  

But what worries John Penn the most is the future of journalism in South Sudan. Training 

journalists at home about online advocacy is easy to do.  

 

What is more difficult is ensuring that South Sudan continues to host professional journalists 

who can maintain their country’s media landscape in good health. But the future generation, 

he says, is running away from journalism.  

 

“People who were in journalism schools used to write to me to tell me ‘you are my role 

model, I really enjoy reading your columns’. But, unfortunately, those people are now going 

backwards saying ‘no no, this is a dangerous career’. The majority of the students who are 

joining university this year are not taking media as their field of study. And that is 

dangerous”.  

 

Yet, like many other South Sudanese living in the diaspora, he hasn’t given up. John Penn 

has a clear idea of what his role should be as an exiled South Sudanese journalist.  

 

“My project is simple: if I can get financial assistance to run all those websites with my 

colleagues, not more than 2,000 USD, that would save the lives of many journalists who are 

in Juba right now. I think it would also be a good idea to set up an association for South 

Sudanese bloggers. We would combine all those blogs into one website. I would also like to 

set up a resource centre in Juba where journalists could come and use internet to look for 

information to back up their stories. Most of the journalists in South Sudan are backpacker 

journalists, they move their laptops from one place to another, there is limited electricity and 

Internet is poorly accessible,” he continues.  

 

Media produced by South Sudanese in the diaspora, like the ones John Penn proposes to 

launch, are not that new. As early as 2003, South Sudanese refugees already realised the 

potential of Internet in enabling them to inform citizens at home. Those websites include: 

The New Sudan Vision, South Sudan Nation, Sudan Tribune, South Sudan News Agency. The Sudan 

Tribune, for example, was created in 2003 in Paris and is one of the most popular news 

websites among the South Sudanese community. 
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SOMALIA 
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Newspapers: 28 

Radio stations: 36 

TV stations: 12  

RSF index: 175 out of 179 

Freedom House: not free 

Number of journalists killed: 23 (since 2012) 

Number of journalists in jail: 1 

Number of journalist in exile: 70 (since 2008) 

Internet penetration rate: 1.25 % 

 

“A suicide mission”. This is how a Somali journalist living in exile in Kenya describes his 

parents’ reaction the day he decided to start a career in journalism. The 40 other Somali 

exiled journalists seated in the room do not seem surprised by his statement. All of them 

testify to the difficulties of working as journalists in current war-torn Somalia. Their 

presence in this meeting room in the city centre of Nairobi is a direct consequence of the 

career path they chose. The constant threats and attacks they faced while exercising their 

profession in Somalia have forced them into exile.  

 

“It was a shock to my family,” the young journalist explains.  

 

His friend, sitting beside him, continues: “Somalia is not a heaven for journalists. Since the 

fall of President Mohamed Siad Barre in 1991, there are so many radio stations, TV stations, 

and newspapers that have been closed down, like HornAfrik, or looted by Al Shabaab 

militants. So when journalists receive threats, they run away to Kenya or other countries. 

But, having fled, they continue to face problems. I know a journalist who received a 

threatening message from Al Shabaab saying ‘wherever you are, we are not leaving you’ 

within a week after he arrived to Kenya.” 

 

If vast numbers of Somalis have been driven into the profession of journalism, it is because, 

“young Somalis who grew up during the war look at journalism with some kind of 

admiration,” a female Somali journalist present in the room explains.  
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“When the central government fell, everybody thought that the only way to get a job and 

money was to become a journalist! Today, the majority of young people are saying ‘we have 

to become journalists’. But the problem is, they don’t go to college, they don’t get any 

training because getting basic education in Somalia is very hard … you have to remember 

there was no government for more than 20 years,” she comments.  

 

A profile of Somali exiled journalists 

Somali journalists are indeed very young. Some reporters in Mogadishu are as young as 15 

years old27. In a country with a fragile political structure, limited access to education and a 

clear climate of impunity when it comes to violence against journalists, exercising one’s right 

to freedom of expression is risky. In 21 years, 51 journalists have been killed in Somalia and 

none of the perpetrators have been prosecuted28.  

 

The majority of young Somali journalists do not have enough training and experience to 

cover stories in dangerous situations and, at the same time, they are deprived of legal and 

judicial protection. As Mohamed Garane, a prominent Somali journalist in exile, comments 

“there is no court that a person can go to report his anger, so he takes a pistol, and he kills 

the journalist29”. 

 

                                                           
27

 Warner, G. 2013 [June, 3rd]. For Young Somali Journalists, Work Often Turns Deadly. NPR. Retrieved from 
http://www.npr.org/blogs/parallels/2013/06/03/177503511/For-Young-Somali-Journalists-Work-Often-Turns-
Deadly 
28

 CPJ. 2013. Journalists killed in Somalia. Retrieved from http://cpj.org/killed/africa/somalia/ 
29 Interview with Mohamed Garane, June 17th, 2013. 

“We are all young. Maybe we 

think we know the situation out 

there but, in reality, we don’t. 

And that is why we come here, 

we are looking for help”. 
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Looking at the 40 journalists sitting in front us, we notice that Somali journalists living in 

exile in Nairobi today are also of a very young age. In fact, only three of them appear to be 

above 30 years old.  

 

“The problem,” the first journalist says, “is that when 

you choose to be a journalist, you have to know the 

consequences of that decision and the instability and 

insecurity that you will work in. But we are all young. 

Maybe we think we know the situation out there but, in 

reality, we don’t. And that is why we come here, we are 

looking for help”.  

 

Testimonies from those three Somali exiled journalists point to a worrying trend: even the 

young, self-made and inexperienced journalists are now fleeing Somalia. The assumption that 

only educated and professional Somali journalists are running away from home is no longer 

valid. Breaking into the media as a young journalist in Somali has become a real challenge: as 

soon as they are sent into the field and before they even have a chance to make a name for 

themselves, young Somali journalists are already hunted down by government security forces 

or militia groups. 

 

Fleeing Africa’s deadliest nation for journalists 

In recent years, attacks against the press by Al Shabaab militants across Somalia have been 

on the rise, leaving journalists with only two options to choose from: censorship or exile. 

Ahmed Omar Hashi, former news editor and head of programmes for the Mogadishu-

based Shabelle media network, made the second choice.  

 

Shabelle, Somalia’s largest independent news organisation, is notoriously known as one of the 

most dangerous places to work in: out of the 12 journalists who were gunned down in the 

country last year, four worked for Shabelle.  

 

Although Ahmed is a more experienced reporter than his younger 
colleagues – he has been a journalist for 13 years – he has learnt 

the consequences of exercising journalism the hard way. In May 

2009, Ahmed conducted an interview in Asmara with Eritrean 

President Isaias Afwerki, during which he asked the dignitary to 

clarify his country’s relationship with Al Shabaab. A few weeks 

later, Ahmed started to receive threatening calls from Al Shabaab 

       about the interview he conducted.  

 

“there is no court that a 

person can go to report 

his anger, so he takes a 

pistol and kills a 

journalist” 

Ahmed interviewing Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki,  
May 2009 
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On June 7th 2009, I was on my way to meeting with Mukhtar Mohamed Hirabe, the director of our station. We were 

walking through the Baraka market when we were both shot from the backside. A few months earlier, Said Tahlil 

Ahmed, the director of HornAfrik, was killed at the same place.  

 

When the bullet hit me, I did not realise it was a bullet. I heard a sound but I thought they had thrown stones at me. 

I had a bullet in my body but I did not realise. I looked back and saw my colleague on the ground. I realised he had 

been shot. So I ran and, 10 or 15 metres later, I looked back to check on my colleague when I saw that a group of 

men standing up on top of him, shooting him in the head. 

  

The men fired a second bullet at me. But, luckily, it went over my head. They fired at me six times and I continued 

to run. I went into a shop but, by the time I reached it, I lost consciousness. People inside the shop rushed me to 

the hospital.  

 

Three days later, I received a call from someone telling me ‘you escaped the bullet but now we will slaughter you 

like a goat’. I did not really care. So when I was interviewed by Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya, I said that I would 

continue my work as a journalist as soon as I would get better.  

 

But on the 17th of June, someone entered the room next to mine and fired from there. Luckily, I escaped that bullet 

too. He fired at me three times but I escaped it. The next day, four people from Al Shabaab entered into the 

hospital and fired at my window. I ran to another room. 

 

The day I realised they would eventually manage to kill me, I decided to leave the country. 

“ 

” 
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Ahmed was evacuated by CPJ to Uganda, where he received medical care and treatment for 

ongoing trauma. 

 

Female Somali journalists in exile: an added challenge in a perilous environment 

Back in Somalia, the increased influence of Al Shabaab across Somalia has had considerable 

implications for women. As one Somali journalist living in Kenya recounts, “militia groups 

started to impose new regulations like no songs or music to be played on the radio and they 

also banned female journalists from working. In Bardere, they arrested a woman and said 

that from now on, female journalists could no longer work”. 

 

Female journalists in Somalia tend to receive lower pay than men and are often subjected to 

threats from militia groups who believe that women working in the media is “haram”, a sin.  

 

Once they have fled Somalia, and despite the existence of protection mechanisms in their 

country of asylum, female Somali journalists realise that the persecution they ran away from 

is still present thousands of kilometres away from home, in Kenya. 

  

Ubah Abdinor Osman, a female journalist from Mogadishu, knows what the consequences 

are when crossing such taboos. She was arrested by Al Shabaab three times. Her first 

detention in the hands of the militia group was because of her coverage of the killing of a 

government official in 2006.  
 

“Sometimes you want to give up 

because when your parents are being 

targeted, when you are being targeted, 

when you have to flee, and when you 

look at the way you live … you may 

think of giving up and stop hoping” 
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There is a corridor that I always pass by in the evening. Al Shabaab 

militants are there, just like in Mogadishu, at the front door of my 

house. One evening, three men were running after me screaming 

“catch her! catch her!” but I escaped. And, just two days ago, a guy 

was following me after I left work. He had something in his hands, 

it looked like a sharp object but I could not see it properly. Luckily, 

a Somali man rescued me.  

 

When you are in your home country, even if you receive a lot of 

threats, there is still a place to run because you know where to go. 

But when you go abroad, you don’t know where to go! Even when 

you try to leave your room, there is the risk that, at the gate, the 

Kenyan police harasses you as well. As a woman, they can do 

anything they want to you.  

In 2007, when I was working for a radio in Mogadishu, three gunmen tried kill me but, luckily, I was not hurt. 

Before I fled, Al Shabaab attacked me three times. They killed my mother and my aunt. 

 

In 2008, I finally managed to reach Kenya. Since I arrived, I don’t even count the number of threats that I received 

because … they are uncountable.  

 

Being a journalist in exile is very difficult because you don’t have rights. Especially when you are a woman, you have 

absolutely no one here to help you. I don’t have proper documents to travel, the only thing that I have is a press 

card that I use to identify myself with the authorities here”. 

 

We are vulnerable because, whether it is here or in Somalia, we are stigmatised for the profession we exercise. So, 

being a Somali female journalist is always a risk. I even hide my identity. Can you believe that people in my 

neighborhood don’t even know that I am a journalist? And they don’t even know that I work. 

 

 

The difficulties of living in exile have led Ubah to regret her career choice. “Sometimes you 

want to give up because when your parents are being targeted, when you are being targeted, 

when you have to flee, and when you look at the way you live, you may think of giving up 

and stop hoping. I learned journalism but what I realised is, I will die the day that I am 

destined to die so I might as well as continue. We are committed to pursue professional 

journalism of course, but sometimes, it crosses my mind to stop,” she says. 

 

Ubah Abdir Osman, who started working for a Somali radio station in Kenya after she fled 

Somalia, quickly realised that by working as Somali female journalist in exile, she would face 

the same challenges as those she encountered back home. Since 2011, the year she arrived in 

Nairobi, she continues to receive threatening messages from Al Shabaab.  

    

  

“

” 

“

” 
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Insecurity in exile 

The majority of Somali exiled journalists in Kenya live in a neighbourhood of Nairobi called 

Eastleigh. Mainly inhabited by Somali refugees and Somali expatriates, Eastleigh is also 

known as “Little Mogadishu”.  

 

Last year, three attacks occurred in Eastleigh, killing around 10 

people and injuring more than 70 individuals30. All attacks were 

identified as retaliation acts from Al Shabaab. The growing 

insecurity in “Little Mogadishu” led the Kenyan government to take 

an unprecedented decision: since December 2012, all Somali 

refugees have been ordered to leave urban areas and register at 

refugee camps across the country, mainly Dadaab, the world's 

biggest refugee facility, and Kakuma refugee camp. 

 

According to the Refugee Consortium of Kenya, the rising 

instability in Nairobi has led to “an increase in police round-ups, 

arbitrary arrests and harassment of refugees and persons of specific 

ethnicities by security officers31”.  

 

In the run up to the March 2013 Kenyan presidential elections, arbitrary arrests and security 

checks were conducted by police forces across Eastleigh. Ubah Abdiw Adood, a Somali 

female journalist who lives in exile in Eastleigh, experienced this growing intolerance 

towards Somali refugees in Nairobi the day she was attacked by two Kenyan policemen in 

her own apartment.  

                                                           
30 BBC. 2012 [October 12]. Twin blasts shake Kenyan capital Nairobi. Retrieved from http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
africa-19933207 and BBC. 2012 [December 6]. Kenya blast in Somali area of Nairobi, Eastleigh. Retrieved from 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-20617516 
31 Kibet, Lohna. 2013 [January 23rd]. Groups decry rise in refugee attacks. Retrieved from  
http://www.standardmedia.co.ke/?articleID=2000075646&story_title=Kenya:%20Groups%20decry%20rise%20in%20
refugee%20attacks 

“You are insignificant. We will come where you are in 

Kenya and we promise that we will kill you and your 

friends. You are a woman working for a radio station. 

This is haram. You will regret your acts”. 

 

 

[To illustrate the insecurity in which she currently lives, 

Ubah shows us a text message on her mobile phone].  

 

Prima facie refugees 

Given the high numbers of Somalis 

seeking asylum worldwide due to 

generalised violence at home and the 

UNHCR’s incapacity to conduct 

individual asylum interview with each 

Somali refugee, the UNHCR 

recognises all Somali refugees as prima 

facie refugees. As such, and as opposed 

to refugees of other nationalities, 

Somali exiled journalists are 

automatically given a refugee mandate 

as soon as they register with 

government authorities in their 

country of asylum or the UNHCR. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-19933207
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-19933207
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“At least in Somalia you are respected. 

It is your home so they are basic things 

that you can get. But here you are 

physically and spiritually traumatised 

… everything is a mess” 

 

Last December, the police in Kenya conducted a massive door-to-door security operation. They started in Eastleigh. 

They came to my apartment. I opened the door. They asked for our IDs so my brother and I produced our refugee 

identification.  

 

But for some reasons, they refused it and started beating us up. They attacked us very brutally. They slapped me and I 

was severely injured. My eardrum is now damaged. I can barely hear anything now.  

 

Every night my eardrum hurts to the point that I can’t even sleep.  I often drug myself with sleeping tablets to forget 

the pain and the trauma that I went through.  

 

I always loved my job. Actually, when I was a child, I used to dream about being a journalist. My dream came true the 

day I started working for a few radio stations in Somalia, like Radio Voice of Peace and Radio Galkayo.  

 

Because of all the threats I received from Al Shabaab, I fled to Kenya in 2009. I managed to find a job here, working 

as a freelancer for Radio Bur-Kulan [a Somali radio based in Kenya] until 2011.  

 

But now I can’t work anymore. I would love to go back to journalism but with my current health situation, I can’t … 

I am in bad shape.  

 

At least in Somalia, you are respected. It is your home so there are basic things that you can get. But here, you are 

physically and spiritually traumatised … everything is a mess”.  

 

 

 

 

 

“ 

” 
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Overcoming boundaries: the Somali exiled media landscape  

 

Wherever they are in East Africa, Somali exiled journalists continue to be targeted for 

exercising their right to seek, produce and impart information. But even though the danger is 

real and omnipresent, a number of exiled journalists have joined forces to enable the free 

flow of information across borders.  

 

Associations of Somali exiled journalists 

In recent years, Somali exiled journalists have established associations to make their voices 

heard and stand united against press freedom violations at home. This strong desire for 

representation is quite unique to the Somali exiled community. Compared to other 

nationalities of exiled journalists in the region, Somali exiled journalists are very well 

organised.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A SOURCE OF INFORMATION 

 Share information with local and international media organisations when press freedom 

violations occur in Somalia 

 Provide newly arrived exiled journalists with information about refugee status determination, 

organisations offering assistance, housing options, etc.  

A NETWORK OF PROTECTION 

  Refer exiled journalists who require emergency assistance to press freedom organisations 

A PLATFORM FOR INTERNATIONAL OUTREACH 

 Develop advocacy efforts to reach international donors and receive financial support 

 Network with other media associations (journalists unions, human rights organisations) at the 

regional and international level 

Somali Exiled 

Journalists 

Associations 
NUSOJ 

National Union of Somali Journalists 

SEJASS 
Somali Exiled Journalists Association 

CEPJO 
Centre for Peace and Journalism 

SEJA 
Somali Exiled Journalists Association 

SOJANET 
Somali Journalists Association Network 

SOMJON 
Somali Journalists in Holland 
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Somali exiled journalists: united or divided?  

If the mushrooming of Somali exiled journalists associations clearly shows a strong 

aspiration for representation it also illustrates the strong political discrepancies that exist 

within the Somali exiled community.  

 

While speaking to a group of Somali exiled journalists in Nairobi, it becomes clear that the 

political and tribal disunion that prevailed at home continues to divide Somali refugees in 

exile.   

 

After a number of representatives from these associations introduced their work and 

activities, a journalist takes the floor to express his disappointment. “Today, our problem is 

that we are not united,” he says. Another Somali exiled journalist present in the room later 

on explains: “The Somali community as a whole has been affected by tribalism … and 

journalists are no exception. There are deep divisions among us because of personal and 

tribal interests. We acknowledge it but … that doesn’t mean international organisations 

should stay away from us. There are plenty of ways those organisations can help us, by 

identifying young journalists working in the field or sending their experts on the ground for 

documentation for example”. 

 

According to a number of journalists we talked to that evening, corruption within some of 

those associations has also discouraged members of the Somali exiled community from 

joining such organisations. 

 

A flourishing exiled media landscape 

But seeing the pace at which Somali exiled media are now growing, it appears that Somali 

exiled journalists’ commitment to professionalism and aspiration for a better future have 

counterbalanced political divisions. 

 

In Kenya, where the population of Somali refugees surpasses 500,000 – including 55,000 in 

the capital – Somali radio and TV stations burgeon. Despite limited infrastructural resources, 

a climate of insecurity, and an increasingly tightened grip by Kenyan authorities on this fast-

growing industry32, more than 10 Somali media outlets have been established in Nairobi in 

recent years. Some of those radio or TV stations have headquarters in the USA or the UK 

but all have sub-offices in the Kenyan capital, where most of their reporters are based. 

                                                           
32

 One of our respondents informed us that, very recently, the government of Kenya ordered all Somali TV stations 
based in Nairobi to register. 
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“the Somali community as whole 

has been affected by tribalism … 

and journalists are no exception. 

There are deep divisions among 

us […] but that doesn’t mean 

international organisations 

should stay away from us” 

“the Somali community as a 
whole has been affected by 
tribalism … and journalists are no 
exception. There are deep 
divisions among us and we 
acknowledge it but … that doesn’t 
mean international organisations 
should stay away from us” 
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This growing demand for news from both the Somali diaspora and the Somali community at 

home has created an interesting globalised network where information has become 

borderless.  

 

Radio stations 

Frontier FM was the first Somali radio station to be established in Nairobi33. Today, it is 

joined by six other exiled Somali radio stations broadcasting information through relay 

partnerships with local radio stations in Somalia or through Internet in Somali, or in some 

cases in English, Swahili or Arabic34. 

 

According to Mohamed Garane, who used to work for Radio Ergo, a Somali radio station 

based in Nairobi, exiled radio stations have much more capacity and resources to deliver 

higher-quality content than exiled TV stations because of the higher support and attention 

they receive from international donors, including the UN.  

 

Although the majority of those radio stations are based in Nairobi, reporters rarely cover 

stories about Kenya unless if there is a really ‘big story’ to cover like a Somali Parliament 

Member giving a speech in Kenya, Mohamed Garane explains. “The reporters don’t have 

access to the Kenyan Parliament and, what’s more, they don’t even have a passport to 

identify themselves so why would they take the risk of interviewing government officials in 

Kenya?” he adds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
33 Frontier FM was recently closed down for financial reasons (interview with Mohamed Garane, June 17th, 2013).   
34 InfoasAid. Media and Telecom Landscape Guides: Somalia. Retrieved from 
http://infoasaid.org/guide/somalia/foreign-radio-stations 
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Exiled Somali 

radio stations 

Star 

FM 

BBC 
Somali  

Service 

Radio 

Ergo 

Bur-

Kulan 

Based in Eastleigh, 

extensive coverage 

across Kenya. 

Programmes 

- mainly commercial 

programmes 

- phone-in programmes 

via mobile phone calls 

for 2-3 discussions 

with speakers such as 

the UNHCR  

- news bulleting every 

hour 

Target audience 

Somalis in Somalia and 

Somali refugees in 

Kenya.  

Journalists can work on a 

freelance basis and training 

opportunities are available 

for in-house staff.  

Based in Nairobi and 

London (most popular and 

trusted radio)  

Programmes  

- only broadcasts for  

3,5 hours a day.  

- most popular 

programme is 

conducted by a 

journalist based in 

Mogadishu 

Target audience:  

Somalis in Mogadishu. 

As an international 

network, it also has 

followers in Africa, the 

US and Western Europe  

The station is considered to 

be rather expensive for 

Somali refugees, who need to 

pay to listen to it.  

 

Based in Nairobi, 

formerly owned by 

IRIN now by IMS.  

Programmes 

- mainly humanitarian 

programmes about 

health, education, and 

food distribution. 

- broadcast from 

refugee camps every 

Sunday with interviews 

of medical personnel. 

Target audience 

Somalis in Somalia and 

Somali refugees.  

30 reporters are based in 

Somalia, Eastern Kenya 

and Eastern Ethiopia. 

Trainings on 

humanitarian reporting are 

available for Somali 

journalists. 

 

3 studios in Kenya and 

one in Mogadishu. 

UN-funded. 

Programmes 

- mainly political 

programmes, current 

affairs, women issues, 

health and education.  

- aims to promote 

peace and 

reconciliation  

- broadcasts in 

Mogadishu, Bossasso 

and Galkayo 

Target audience 

very popular in 

Somalia but also with 

the diaspora in Africa, 

the USA and Europe. 

The radio station has a 

staff of about 30 reporters 

in Kenya and 20 across 

Somalia. 

Voice of 

America 

Radio 

Damal 
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TV stations 

The majority of exiled Somali TV stations are based in Europe or the USA, where an 

average of three staff members broadcast programmes and present information through 

satellite. Reporters, on the other hand, are based in Kenya or Somalia, and usually represent 

six to ten people.  

 

Universal TV is the oldest Somali TV network in Nairobi. Today, it is joined by BBC Somali 

Service, Voice of America Somali Service, Somali Channel, Horn Cable TV, Somali National TV, Royal 

TV, Somaliland National TV, Somali Satellite TV and two other channels recently launched, 

Kalsan TV and Maandeq TV.  

 

The way those TV stations operate illustrates well how exiled media have entered the era of 

“globalisation”. Their modus operandi is as follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reporter  

Broadcaster 

Editor  

 

 

 

1 

2 

3 

- Based in various districts 

of Somalia 

- Conduct interviews and 

produce videos  

- Send video via Internet to 

editor in Nairobi 

- Based in Nairobi 

- Edit videos 

- Occasionally conduct video 

reports in Kenya or edits 

materials from international 

TV stations 

- Send final material to 

headquarters  

- Based in London or USA 

- Present the news 

- Broadcast videos on TV or 

Internet channel 

 

Somalia 

Kenya 

USA England 
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The majority of exiled TV stations are managed by Somalis in the diaspora who have found 

a political or financial interest in investing in the media. According to the majority of the 

journalists met during this research, ownership of Somali exiled media is becoming a 

problem. “Those TV stations often prioritise commercial interests over quality content”, 

Mohamed Garane explains. 

 

There is also room for improvement in terms of working conditions of reporters in Kenya 

and Somalia. Although reporters in Somalia have improved access to telephone services, 

satellite phone platforms and Internet to share information with media outlets based abroad, 

they continue to work in dangerous and precarious settings35.  

 

“Reporters for those TV stations are extremely young and some of them don’t even know 

how to use a camera! They never received any training, they are left in the field without any 

protection. And a lot of them don’t even get their salaries sometimes. Their main income is 

the hand-outs they receive from government officials who try to influence their stories by 

giving financial compensation … this is sharur (corruption),” Mohamed Garane continues. 

 

In Nairobi, exiled journalists have restricted freedom of movement due to the legal vacuum 

in which they live. They are also confronted with limited perspective for professional 

capacity-building, low salaries and constant insecurity from militia groups. 

 

William Khayoko, a Kenyan journalist with extensive experience in training exiled 

journalists, echoes Mohamed’s observations: “providing those Somali journalists with 

financial assistance, like some NGOs do, is valuable. But, if each times they write a story 

they get attacked, what is the point? It is just like giving painkillers. But when the whole body 

is injured, it is too late,” he says.   

 

In line with William’s remark, a number of Somali exiled journalists have taken the lead in 

sharing their knowledge with their colleagues in exile. Abdirahman Furre, a Somali 

journalist with over ten years of experience and an active member of SEJASS, is one of 

them. Abdirahman currently works as news editor and programme producer at Bur-Kulan 

radio. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35

 BBC World Service Trust. 2006. African Media Development Initiative: Somalia context. Retrieved from 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/trust/pdf/AMDI/somalia/amdi_somalia8_support.pdf 
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As extra-work, I try to train the upcoming Somali journalists here in Kenya. I train them because, everyday, my 

colleagues are killed in Somali and I know that there are young Somalis who want to become journalists and are 

looking for opportunities. The work in Somalia is very risky because we are targets but some dare to take that risk 

and that gives us enough support to continue. So I try to get books in English and I translate them in Somali. Luckily 

we have been able to train 150 students over the past three years. 

 

The only thing we ask them to pay for those trainings is the rental cost of the training room, which is about five 

dollars (USD) per month per person. 

 

When you see a colleague suffering, you can take money out of your own salary to help him but that may not answer 

his needs. And I have needs too. But I cannot leave them alone so I try to help them by training them, to contribute. 

Some time ago, our friends were brutally murdered in Somalia, 4 of them died at the same place. We raised 4,000 

USD for their families as contribution. We cut our salaries to contribute. 

 

Journalism is about educating people and involving them in what is happening. We train the upcoming journalists 

because we want them to play an important role in the future of Somalia, because right now journalists in Somalia do 

not have the space to play that role.  

 

We always try to convey messages of peace rather than messages of violence, in contrast to what the media was doing 

in the 1990s. We want Somalia to be peaceful. No more propaganda, no more chaos in the media, we need peaceful 

programmes, programmes that will create opportunities, that will guarantee that people are informed properly. 

 

Our people need us. Somali people live with the media! So if we give up and say ‘we are being threatened, held, 

intimidated, tortured, humiliated so … we go back’: how are people going to be informed? If there is a cholera 

outbreak in some particular area, if you don’t inform society, how can people survive? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Our people need 

us. So if we give up 

and say we are 

being threatened, 

held, intimidated, 

tortured, humiliated 

so we are going 

back: how are 

people going to be 

informed?” 

” 

“ 
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Somalia’s new federal government: a glimmer of hope for exiled journalists?  

The Somali exiled media landscape is evolving fast. But what does the future looks like for 

all those Somali exiled journalists, “in transition”, as they say?  

 

The coming to power of President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud and Prime Minister Abdi Farah 

Shirdon has sent very positive messages to the Somali media community. “My government is 

very much committed to seeing a free media. Anyone who harms a journalist harms our 

society,” the Prime Minister said in February 201336. Later on, Shirdon also announced a 

$50,000 public reward for information leading to the arrest of a journalist’s murderer37. 

 

After hearing that Somalia was becoming safer, a number of exiled journalists decided to 

find out for themselves. 

 

                                                           
36 Khalif, A. 2013 [February 10]. “Somalia PM says government committee to press freedom”. Africa Review. Retrieved 
from http://www.africareview.com/News/Somalia-PM-says-govt-committed-to-press-freedom/-/979180/1690112/-
/dcbxay/-/index.html 
37 Ibid 
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Radio Voice of Democracy journalist Mohamud Buneyste, who returned to Somalia last year, 

was shot dead in Mogadishu by a government soldier while he was trying to take pictures of 

a car accident near Stadium Mogadishu in August 2012.  

 

A month later, former journalist in exile Abdisatar Daher Sabriye was killed in a suicide 

attack in Mogadishu. 

 

Both were among the dozens of journalists who recently returned to the Somali capital after 

living in exile.   

 

Within that same week, three other journalists were killed in Somalia.  

 

No later than five months ago, Abdiaziz Abdinur Ibrahim, a freelance journalist with Delsan 

Radio, was sentenced to one year in prison for “offending the honour of a state institution 

and filing a false report” after he interviewed a woman who said she was raped by 

government forces38. By mid-March, and due to high international pressure, he was released. 

Abiaziz Abdinur Ibrahim, like many other Somali journalists before him, now leaves in exile. 

 

Commenting on these latest trends, Mohamed Garane struggles to express optimism:  

“There is no trusted system for Somali journalists to work in yet. Nothing is ever promising 

in Somalia … and it will take years before this happens”. 

  

                                                           
38 Al Jazeera. 2013 [January 31]. Journalists charged over rape report. Retrieved from 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2013/01/2013131113813156958.html 
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ERITREA 
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Newspapers: 2 

Radio station: 1 

TV station: 1 

RSF index: 179 out of 179 

Freedom House: not free 

Number of journalist killed: 5 (since 1992) 

Number of journalists in jail: 28 (since 2001) 

Number of journalists in exile: 30 (since 2008) 

Internet penetration rate: 3.5 % 

 

“Information falls as rain upon  

the scorched desert sand” 

Andre Roux, Justice Africa39 

 

Writing about Eritrea is a difficult task considering the very limited stream of information 

that flows inside and outside the small East African nation. This difficulty to access 

information about Eritrea is clearly reflected in its exiled journalists population: they are very 

suspicious, they refrain from interacting with organisations and people they do not know 

because of the fear of being spied on, and they often keep very low profiles. In Kenya and 

Uganda, we were only able to get in touch with one Eritrean journalist in exile.  

 

All Eritreans journalists in exile in the Ugandan capital live in hiding. If Eritrea is one of the 

world’s most isolated countries, so are the people who live within that nation and the 

refugees who live outside of it.  

 

Locked up freedom 

When Eritrea gained independence in 1991, the country was facing significant challenges: 

there was no Constitution, no judicial system, no educational infrastructures and a general 

institutional vacuum. Everything needed to be built from scratch. But 22 years later, it seems 

that Eritrea is still lagging behind in many domains, including press freedom. 

 

                                                           
39

 Roux, A. 2013 [May 24]. Eritrea’s Lost Constitution. Justice Africa, Retrieved from  
http://www.justiceafrica.org/2013/05/22/eritreas-lost-constitution/ 
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Eritrea’s press freedom record has not improved in the past two decades. Its closest 

neighbour in Reporters Without Borders latest Freedom Index is North Korea. Both have 

been at the bottom of the list for a number of years.  

 

Low infrastructural resources, strict political control over Eritrean citizens and the lack of 

constitutional provisions protecting freedom of expression continue to leave journalists with 

limited room for manoeuvre.  

 

2001: the year Eritrea’s independent press was wiped off the media landscape 

Even though independent newspapers were flourishing in the late 1990s, with about a dozen 

private media outlets surfacing for the first time in Eritrea, their existence was short-lived. In 

2001, after ruling party members called on President Isaias Afwerki for reforms, journalists 

who extensively covered the confrontation were arrested.  

 

At least 15 journalists were imprisoned incommunicado on the basis that they represented an 

“Ethiopian threat” jeopardising national security40. The government also closed down eight 

independent newspapers.  

 

From 2001 up to today, all public communication channels are controlled by state 

authorities, leaving Eritrea with a small and narrow media landscape: one radio, Dimisti 

Hafash (The Voice of the Mass), one TV station called TV ERI and two newspapers, Eritrean 

Profile in English and Hadas Eritrea (New Eritrea) in Tigrinya.  

 

Fleeing Africa’s largest prison for journalists 

In addition to its long-lasting poor press freedom record, Eritrea is also Africa’s largest 

prison for journalists. The highest numbers of journalists jailed on the African continent are 

all living under the same roof: Eritrea’s prisons and labour camps.  

According to our sources, 28 journalists have been jailed since 2009. Out of all the 

journalists arrested and imprisoned, four died in prison due to torture, including Fesshaye 

Joshua Yohannes and Dawit Isaak, who both used to work for Setit newspaper.  

 

Out of the 28 journalists who were taken to prison incommunicado, none were given the right 

to consult a lawyer, none were charged with a single crime and none were brought before 

court. Lawlessness and impunity prevail. 

 

                                                           
40 Because of the difficult to access information in and about Eritrea, the number of journalists arrested and tortured in 

2001 could be higher.  
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(Freedawit.com) 

 

To silence critical voices, the government also uses the mandatory military conscription 

which forces all Eritrean citizens, from 18 to 40 years old, to join the Army. A vast 

proportion of the country’s GDP is dedicated to militarising society and those who refuse to 

comply with the rule have to face harsh consequences ranging from detention to torture. 

 

Advocating for media freedom in Eritrea: talking to a brick wall? 

Retrieving information about the situation of journalists in Eritrea remains extremely 

difficult. Following the enactment of the Proclamation to Determine the Administration of Non-

governmental Organisation41 in 2005, all foreign NGOs have been expelled from Eritrea. The 

last foreign correspondent to land in Asmara left in 2010.  

 

Entering into a dialogue with Eritrean authorities has also been a challenge for key 

international bodies. The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights situation 

in Eritrea, Beedwantee Keetharuth, was repeatedly denied access into the country.   

 

Eritrean journalists in exile: fleeing isolation to meet seclusion 

As a result of threats, torture and isolation from the international community, a massive 

brain drain of professional Eritrean journalists has been observed since 2001.  

 

                                                           
41 Accessible on http://www.refworld.org/docid/493507c92.html 
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According to CPJ, 30 Eritrean journalists live in exile today. Some have been successful in 

their quest for freedom abroad, finding temporary or permanent shelter in Kenya, Uganda, 

the USA, Israel, France or Sweden. For others, the journey to safety has unfortunately been 

shorter than expected.  

 

Paulos Kidane, a television presenter for Eri-TV, attempted to flee the 

country in 2007 when he faced a violent epilepsy attack after walking 

for seven days to reach the Sudanese border. He was transported to a 

nearby village and no information was communicated about Paulos’ 

health or whereabouts until the Eritrean Ministry of Information 

informed his family of his “accidental death” 42. 

 

Given the tight control imposed by the government on journalists at 

home, one would think that the only viable solution for Eritrean 

journalists to inform citizens at home is to produce news abroad. But 

the high level of transboundary cyber-surveillance exercised by Eritrean 

authorities and the fear of reprisal expressed by the few Eritreans who 

dared to speak prove the contrary.  

 

Jamal Osman Hamad, an Eritrean journalist in exile in Khartoum for several years who is 

also running the information website adoulis.com, (Eritrean Centre for Media Services) 

experienced reprisal when he was arrested by Sudanese security agents in October 2011. His 

arrest occurred less than a week after the official visit of President Afeworki to Sudan. The 

Sudanese security forces eventually released him after eight weeks of detention. A few days 

prior to his arrest, Sudan handed over 300 Eritrean refugees back to Eritrea without 

referring their cases to the UNHCR for refugee status determination43.  

 

After successfully escaping home to resettle in Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia or Sudan, many 

journalists are left with a feeling of disappointment: they have run way from isolation in 

Eritrea to find it again, in exile. Even abroad, the vast majority of Eritrean exiled journalists 

do not feel safe using their universal right to freedom of expression. 

 

An Eritrean journalist living in exile in the region, who wishes to keep his whereabouts and 

personal information undisclosed, tasted the bitter seed of disappointment after he fled 

home. Keeping a low voice and constantly looking around him to make sure no unwanted 

ear is listening to our conversation, he describes life in exile.  

                                                           
42 CPJ. Eritrea country profile. Retrieved from http://www.cpj.org/reports/2007/10/eritrea.php 
43 Human Rights Watch. 2011. Sudan ends mass summary deportation of Eritreans. Retrieved from 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/10/25/sudan-end-mass-summary-deportations-eritreans 

The “shoot-to-kill” policy 

If the government has discouraged 

journalists from staying in the country, 

it also has strongly discouraged them 

from leaving the country. To do so, 

Eritrean authorities have put in place 

the “shoot-to-kill” policy which 

indicates that all Eritreans found 

trying to cross the border into Sudan 

or Ethiopia should be arrested or 

killed. Testimonies from refugees also 

show that family members of those 

who successfully escaped have to pay 

a heavy fine of 50,000 Nakfa (330 

USD) or are arrested, to comply with 

the “guilt-by-association” policy. 
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I used to write stories for a radio programme but in a fictional way so that not everybody would understand 

and not to put myself in danger. I wanted to reveal what was going on because people were disappearing just 

like that. People are even put in jail without a trial! Some people warned me: ‘you need to be careful otherwise 

they will kill you’. The authorities discovered my activities and decided to send me to the military by force. 

 

Thanks for an institution with whom I was very active, and who was worried about my situation, I managed to 

leave Eritrea. 

 

I have been in my country of asylum for more than 10 years. Since then, I re-enrolled at university and 

graduated with a Masters in peace building.  

 

There are a lot of Eritrean journalists living in exile but our biggest problem is that we are not united … and 

that reinforces our isolation. I try my best to mobilise my people but it is so difficult because Eritrean refugees 

are scared. If I see an Eritrean, I will not talk to him. There is a lot fear among us. We don’t trust each other.  

 

That is one reason why we don’t even have a sound opposition 

group. Look at Egypt, look at the Arab world, people came out 

united and they overthrew their government. But we can’t do 

that. This is how it is for Eritreans all over the world: ‘I fear 

you, you fear me even though we come from the same family’. 

 

Sometimes you want to write about what is going on but you 

fear for your life, you can easily be killed here. 

 

So my number one priority is that the situation in Eritrea 

improves so I can go home. The second is to change the 

situation in which I am today: jobless, and penniless.  

 

You know it is very difficult to find a job here. First of all, it is very expensive to get a working permit and, 

second, there are so many highly educated nationals who can’t even find a job. I sometimes manage to find 

small jobs but, in general, I depend on the generosity of my friends.  

 

I would like to be resettled somewhere but it is not easy. My only hope is the UNHCR.  

 

I continue to write of course but, I keep it to myself. I continue to follow what is happening and I write about 

it but I am not active right now. 

 

 

 

“There are a lot of Eritrean 

journalists living in exile 

but our biggest problem is 

that we are not united … 

and that reinforces our 

isolation […] There is a lot 

fear among us. We don’t 

trust each other” 

“ 
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Manpower is running away from the country. The intellectuals 

are running out of the country. Even the soldiers are running 

away from the country because, as it is now, this is a country 

that has no future. There are no channels of communication, 

limited access to Internet and almost no interaction with the 

outside world. 

 

So my advice to a journalist who is considering fleeing Eritrea 

is: leave! You cannot write in Eritrea. There is no freedom of 

speech, no democracy so it is better to leave. If he doesn’t, his 

life is going to be at risk … isn’t it? If I tell him to continue 

writing in Eritrea, I am telling him to risk his life. 

 

But I can see that things are moving progressively. Eritreans in 

the diaspora are doing very well.  

 

Having lived in a foreign land for so many years, at least people 

now understand the meaning of freedom of speech.  

 

When you find a few Eritreans, when you talk to them, they really appreciate what is happening in their country 

of asylum, that is, the freedom to speak. When you are in Eritrea you are not able to understand, but when you 

are outside you can.  

 

 

“My advice to a journalist 

who is considering fleeing 

Eritrea is: leave! You 

cannot write in Eritrea. 

There is no freedom of 

speech, no democracy so it 

is better to leave. If he 

doesn’t, his life is going to 

be at risk … isn’t it? If I 

tell him to continue 

writing in Eritrea, I am 

telling him to risk his life” 

” 
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Eritrean exiled media 

Looking at the initiatives taken by the Eritrean diaspora to facilitate the free flow of 

information across borders, the idea that the further Eritreans are located away from their 

country, the more organised, networked and eloquent they are, seems valid. Eritrean 

journalists in exile usually manage to organise themselves better when living as far away from 

Eritrea as possible.  

 

The only association for Eritrean exiled journalists, for example, was created in the USA. No 

such organisation exists in Uganda or Kenya. Independent sources of information and 

opposition channels are published or broadcast in foreign lands and accessible through 

illegal streaming or satellite – although the majority are blocked in Eritrea, where Internet 

remains poorly accessible44.  

 

As the Eritrean journalist quoted earlier explains, “so many Eritreans living abroad are 

speaking out now, sharing stories we never heard before. For example, there is a man, who 

ran away a long time ago, he used to be a freedom fighter and now he has a programme on 

the radio where he talks about the history of Eritrea, from the beginning, when freedom 

fighting started, until now. People have been listening to this programme a lot”.  

 

Similar initiatives have been launched by Eritrean exiled journalists. Biniam Simon, a former 

television presenter on ERI TV who now lives in exile in France, recently established Radio 

Erena, Eritrea’s first Paris-based independent radio station45. With technical and financial 

support from RSF, Radio Erena broadcasts information through satellite to Eritrea and 

people in the diaspora. A mirror site was created by RSF to prevent cyber-attacks and enable 

Internet users to listen to the radio station, using cached copies of the original website. 

 

Twelve years after the suppression of independent media at home, Internet plays a major 

role in bridging the information gap in Eritrea. Through online radios and news websites, 

Eritrean exiled journalists are now able to play the role they had initially hoped to fulfil at 

home.  

 

The web has become a platform for exiled Eritreans to blog, listen to the radio, broadcast 

videos, engage in discussions, share information and organise campaigns in their countries of 

asylum. Even though free Internet remains poorly available in Eritrea, the exiled community 

has opened a new space for freedom of information and expression. 
                                                           
44 Roux, A. 2013 [May 24]. Eritrea’s Lost Constitution. Justice Africa, Retrieved from  
http://www.justiceafrica.org/2013/05/22/eritreas-lost-constitution/ 
45 RSF. 2012 [September, 27]. Biniam Simon, an Eritrean refugee journalist in France. Retrieved from 

http://en.rsf.org/eritrea-biniam-simon-an-eritrean-refugee-27-09-2012,42905.html 
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What are the support mechanisms in place?  

 

1. International support mechanisms  

 Protecting exiled journalists as refugees 

International support mechanisms have been put in place in the 1960s to protect the right of 

refugees worldwide. Such support mechanisms are mainly legal and include the 1951 UN 

Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees. The UNHCR 

is the internationally-recognised body fulfilling this supporting role, with sub-offices across 

the five continents. Each year the UNHCR decides on the fate of more than 80,000 

individuals, making it the biggest refugee status determination decision-maker in the world.46  

 

The UNHCR offers protection to refugees who have been driven into exile, by war, poverty 

or insecurity but it does not protect economic migrants. The 1951 UN Convention Relating 

to the Status of Refugees defines the terms as follows: “refugees are people who have 

been forced to flee their country owing to a well-founded fear of being 

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 

social group or political opinion47”. The role of the UNHCR is to recognise those 

individuals seeking asylum as “refugees” and provide them with the necessary documents to 

live legally in their country of asylum.  

 

How are exiled journalists protected under international law? 

In specific circumstances, the UN recognises media professionals as a “vulnerable” group 

along with children, older persons, migrant workers, human rights defenders, or community 

activists. However, within the UNHCR system, journalists do not have any specific 

recognition. 

 

According to a representative from the UNHCR, who wishes to remain anonymous, “the 

UNHCR treats all asylum seekers the same, whether you are a doctor, a journalist or 

                                                           
46

 Smrkolj, M. International Institutions and Individualised Decision-making: An example of UNHCR’s Refugee Status 
Determination. German Law Journal. Vol. 9(11). Retrieved from 
http://www.germanlawjournal.com/pdfs/Vol09No11/PDF_Vol_09_No_11_1779-1804_Articles_Smrkolj.pdf 
47 United Nations. 1951. UN Convention and Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees. Retrieved from 
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html   

http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html
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anything else … we don’t differentiate. Every case is dealt with on an individual basis”. 

Journalists therefore have to use mainstream channels to seek protection in exile. 

 

Under international law, a journalist seeking asylum has two fundamental rights: the right to 

physically move to a territory where they believe they will be safe, and the right to file a claim 

for asylum, which must be dealt with48.  

 

To receive refugee status determination, an exiled journalist needs to: 

1. Register with the closest local government authority (police, immigration officer at border 

point, district officer, UNHCR) 

2. An interview will be organised with a UNHCR or local government’s protection officer who 

will assess the asylum seeker’s request for refugee status [prima facie refugees do not need to 

go through this process].  

3. If the officer considers the asylum seeker’s claim to be genuine, a refugee mandate or ID 

card will be provided to the refugee. If the interview has not been successful, the refugee can 

appeal the decision. 

4. Once the refugee has received an ID card, he/she can apply for resettlement.  

Time to complete procedure: a few weeks to one year 

 

To be resettled to a second country of asylum, an exiled journalist needs to: 

1. Apply for relocation with the UNHCR 

2. An interview will be organised with a UNHCR protection officer to determine whether the 

person needs relocation. [people who have been in exile for a very long time have more 

chance than someone who just arrived in his/her country of asylum] 

3. The UNHCR sends a list of recommended refugees to foreign embassies whose 

governments have accepted to host asylum seekers. [Priority is given to medical cases, 

people with disabilities, and people seeking educational opportunities]. Applicants who have 

been refused relocation do not have a possibility to appeal. 

4. Embassies contact the refugee(s) they identified as eligible for relocation for an interview 

with their own protection officer.   

5. An interview is organised with the International Office of Migration (IOM). The IOM is 

responsible for conducting medical checks and providing refugees with “cultural insertion” 

training.  

6.  The refugee can depart to his or her new host country.  

Time to complete procedure: one to four years. Today, 25 countries accept resettlement 

requests49. On average, 6,000 requests are granted by the UNHCR Kenyan office each year. 

                                                           
48

 Joel, P. 2012. A person of no fixed abode. Le Monde Diplomatique (June, 20) 
http://mondediplo.com/2012/06/19right#nb2    

http://mondediplo.com/2012/06/19right#nb2
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The majority of exiled journalists we met during this research complained about the long 

delays they faced while trying to seek asylum or resettlement with the UNHCR.  

 

As a UNHCR spokesperson testifies: “We have realised that refugees have very high 

expectations and do not always try to understand what our mandate is. People have thrown 

stones at us, they have also demonstrated to express their desperation but what they need to 

understand is that the first door to knock on is the local government of their host country 

and then, the UNHCR. There is a general misconception about the mandate of the 

UNHCR. The UNHCR is here to assist governments and assess how a country can cope 

with refugees”. 

 

There is indeed a general trend in the region to shift the role of the UNHCR from ensuring 

refugee protection to supporting local governments in doing the latter, as it is the case in 

Kenya and Uganda.  

 

 Protecting exiled journalists as journalists in distress 

In 2011, several UN institutions launched the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists 

and the Issue of Impunity. The document was elaborated with the aim of creating a free and 

safe environment for journalists and media worker in both conflict and non-conflict 

situations worldwide. The UN Plan, which will be implemented in five pilot countries, South 

Sudan, Iraq, Pakistan, Nepal and Mexico, seeks to establish a coordinated inter-agency 

mechanism within the UN to handle issues related to the safety of journalists.  

 

In its action line “Strengthening UN mechanisms” 1.3.10, the UN Plan aims to develop 

common initiatives and projects among specialised UN agencies on specific issues related to 

the safety of journalists including journalists in exile in cooperation with the UNHCR, RSF 

and CPJ50. 

 

Although the UN Plan is yet to be implemented because no focal point has been identified 

in East Africa to ensure its application, the plan has the potential to become a powerful tool 

in the region by supporting exiled journalists in areas where the UNHCR can't.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
49

 In 2012, Japan launched a pilot resettlement project to receive relocated refugees. However, since the project remains 
in its pilot phase, we did not include it in the list indicated above.    
50

 United Nations. 2012. Implementation Strategy 2013-2014. UN Plan of Action on the safety of journalists and the issue of impunity. 
Retrieved from 
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CI/CI/pdf/official_documents/Implementation_Strate
gy_2013-2014_REV8march.pdf 
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2. National support mechanisms: the case of Kenya and Uganda 

 

As signatories of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status 

of Refugees and the 1969 Organisation of African Union Convention, Kenya and Uganda 

have the international obligation to allow individuals who are seeking asylum on their 

territories.  

 Refugee protection in Kenya 

Kenya’s obligation to host refugees is enshrined in international law, municipal laws, Article 

2(5) and 2(6) of Kenya’s 2010 Constitution and its 2006 Refugee Act. Kenya’s 2006 Refugee 

Act, section 16 on “Rights and duties of refugees in Kenya”, indicates that every “recognised 

refugee and every member of his family living in Kenya shall be entitled to the rights and be 

subject to the obligations contained in the international conventions to which Kenya is 

party51”. 

 

The local body responsible for refugee protection in Kenya is the Department of Refugee 

Affairs (DRA). Together with the UNHCR, the Department of Refugee Affairs can deliver 

refugee mandates, renewable every two years. Refugees have 30 days to register with the 

government or the UNHCR. 

 

We approached the Kenyan Office of Migration to find out their perspective on the 

situation of refugees. A spokesperson from the government explains: “Some of those 

refuges are stateless so there is a responsibility from the UNHCR to help them. If they are 

genuine people, and if UNHCR says they are, let them come. And Kenya signed the 1951 

treaty so we have to host refugees as it is an international obligation”.  

 

Kenya actually hosts one of the biggest refugee populations in Africa, with more than 

600,000 refugees registered in its territory. Refugees in Kenya have the possibility to live in 

camps, the two most notable being Kakuma and Dabaab, but also in urban areas such as 

Nairobi.  

 

When asked about the complexity of balancing international obligations with national 

interest in refugee protection, the UNHCR representative comments: “At all levels of the 

UNHCR, from the High Commissioner to the office here, we urge countries to accept more 

refugees. We also conduct advocacy at the national level, approaching local governors, 

                                                           
51 The Government of Kenya. 2006. Refugee Act. Retrieved from 
http://www.rckkenya.org/rokdownloads/Resources/Conventions,%20policies%20and%20legislation/The%20Refugee
%20Act%202006.pdf 
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Parliament Members and other officials to see how they can use their authorities to create 

more space for refugees. But when the Kenyan government expresses concerns, we have to 

listen and support them”.   

 

 Refugee protection in Uganda 

In Uganda, the refugee status determination process is also handled by the government, as 

stipulated in the country’s 1995 Constitution, Article 189. A Refugee Act was also enacted in 

2006 to reinforce provisions of the Constitution. The government body responsible for 

handling refugee-related affairs is the Directorate of Refugees, which is part of the Office of 

the Prime Minister (OPM).  

 

Uganda has approximately 10 settlements for refugees across the nation and intends to 

achieve self-reliance when it comes to refugee affairs. According to Vivienne Oyenna, a 

lawyer at the OPM, “the UNHCR is just an international organisation. What we do is a 

humanitarian gesture. We need to show that refugee protection involves our own property, 

which is land. If we are going to protect refugees, we have to be at the forefront because 

they complement us”.  

 

To complement those efforts, the OPM has also initiated efforts to create tri-partite 

discussions between the OPM, refugee communities and representatives of the governments 

from which those refugees have fled in order to build community trust. 

 

Such discussions have been initiated with Rwanda, Ethiopia and Eritrea. Vivienne Oyenna 

explains that there is a big diversity in the interlocutors they work with. “With Eritrea for 

example, we usually try to establish contacts through the UNHCR office but it is difficult to 

create dialogue with our counterparts there. And for Somalia, in the past years, there was not 

even a government to talk to,52” she says.  

 

OPM officers see an average of 50 refugees per day. The OPM also shares its database with 

local NGOs, such as InterAid, which provides counselling, medical support and legal 

assistance to refugees.  

 

Talking about the difficulty of delivering high-quality protection services to refugees, 

Vivienne adds: “You have to be resilient in this work. When you see an average of 50 people 

per day, the result is secondary trauma, the service delivery is not up to standards and as a 

result many of the refugees will suffer”. 

                                                           
52

 Interview with Vivivenne Oyenna, OPM Lawyer. April 16th, 2013 
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 “Journalists are categorised among the vulnerable groups, as it is along with children, 

women, people with disabilities and the elderly because these are the voices of information. 

Being a journalist in your country or in exile, you are definitely a target. Journalists know that 

their pens are their weapons and it is fortunate that most of them who seek asylum actually 

articulate their claims well. Many times they are also able to get recommendations to support 

their claims from press freedon organisations like RSF.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Journalists are categorised among the vulnerable groups because these are the voices of information. Being a journalist 

in your country or in exile, you are definitely a target. Journalists know that their pens are their weapons and it is 

fortunate that most of them who seek asylum actually articulate their claims well. Many times they are also able to get 

recommendations to support their claims from press freedom organisations like RSF. 

 

But now the challenge comes: how do we protect them individually? Those are people equipped with knowledge, they 

have been to school. But we always remind them safety is personal. I can only protect you to a certain point but you 

need to allow me to protect you. These are people of a certain level, considerably influencing society. So we advise 

them, as you settle in, try to find a place where your community members are not so many because you do not know 

who is using asylum to spy. 

 

When I talk about resettlement, my head goes up and down because this has been a battle for years. Resettlement is not 

a right, it is a privilege. But then the question is: what are the criteria to get that privilege? What you would think is an 

outright case, you can’t get it. The UNHCR has its procedures. Fortunately, most of those journalists have gotten a ‘yes’ 

from one country or another.  

 

The majority of those journalists are also urban refugees. This makes it difficult to protect them because the assumption 

is that urban refugees are self-reliant. When the concept came in 2008 from the Office of High Commissioner, many 

countries could not adopt it because (...) practically, it is impossible to help these people.  

 

The moment you encourage the concept of urban refugees, everybody wants to live in urban areas because there is 

electricity, running water, the temporary shelter becomes permanent. The infrastructures are not cut out equally here. In 

villages, it is a treat to have running water. So how can you give priority to people not from your own country when you 

have your own people languishing? Then we are stuck because we signed the 1951 Convention … we are bound by aid  

“ 

” 
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3. Drawing from best practices 

 

 Press Freedom organisations 

A number of press freedom organisations have developed assistance programmes to help 

journalists in distress. Parts of those funds are allocated to exiled journalists in need to cover 

the costs of medical treatments, legal fees or counselling services and relocation.  

To provide exiled journalists with information, RSF published a booklet to share “guidelines 

for exiled journalists”. Other organisations, such as the International Media Support and 

Internews, have provided trainings to a number of exiled journalists.  

A group of press freedom organisations have coordinated their efforts to monitor the 

whereabouts of journalists at risk under the Journalists In Distress network (JID), which 

plans to launch a website entirely dedicated to the protection of exiled journalists with 

information accessible in different languages.  

 Journalists unions 

The Canadian Journalists for Freedom of Expression association established in 2000 a 

programme to help exiled journalists get in touch with each other and connect them with 

mainstream Canadian media organisations. The objective of the programme is to ensure that 

their skills can be used in their country of asylum.  

 

In Kenya and Uganda, local journalists unions have attempted to help their foreign 

colleagues in exile. The Uganda Journalists Union, for example, has been particularly active 

in supporting the different groups of exiled journalists in establishing an Exiled Journalists 

Network comprised of media professionals from different nationalities (mainly Ethiopian, 

Eritrean, Congolese, Rwandese and Somali). In Kenya, the Kenya Media Council has played 

an important role in referring exiled journalists to international organisations for assistance.  

 
 International safe houses 

While the idea of creating a safe house specifically for exiled journalists is still being 

developed by exiled journalists associations and press freedom organisations in Kenya and 

Uganda, France has taken the lead in such efforts. In 2002, La Maison des Journalistes (The 

House of Journalists) was created in France with the logistical and financial assistance of the 

municipality of Paris. It provides shelter for exiled journalists for a maximum period of six 

months. Journalists also receive food vouchers, phone and travel cards and French-language 

classes. Similar initiatives have also been launched in Spain and Germany. 
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Conclusion 

 

The following conclusions can be drawn based on the findings of this research: 

 East African journalists are a very disparate group. Some nationalities of exiled 

journalists are much more organised than others. Somali exiled journalists, as 

demonstrated throughout this report, have shown unique skills at forming 

associations and establishing exiled media outlets to raise awareness about their 

situation. Ethiopian, Sudanese, South Sudanese and Eritrean exiled journalists, on 

the other hand, are much more isolated and receive far less international attention.  

 East African exiled journalists are also very disparate in terms of skills and 

experiences: Ethiopian and Sudanese journalists in exile, for example, are 

professional journalists with extensive experience in journalism whereas Somali 

journalists, with a few exceptions, are younger, less experienced and often 

unqualified.  

 Journalists in exile all advocate for more opportunities to expand their professional 

capacity through trainings and educational opportunities rather than requesting 

short-term emergency assistance.  

 

For press freedom organisations like ours, assisting journalists in exile is a catch 22 situation. 

On the one hand, it is our duty to ensure that journalists in exile are protected and given all 

the necessary resources to continue journalism. But on the other hand, it is equally important 

to support all the journalists who remain behind, those who haven’t fled into exile and 

continue to face threats and harassments.  

The majority of press freedom organisations dedicate parts of their funds to emergency 

assistance for journalists, whether they live in exile or remain in their country of origin. 

However, we have realised that such forms of assistance are becoming more and more 

obsolete. The support that those journalists need is not necessarily purely financial.  

Other ways must be found to support media professionals at risk. Recommendations on 

how to offer improved assistance and protection are suggested in the following chapter. 
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Recommendations 
 

The Doha Centre for Media Freedom has identified a number of steps to be taken by key 

actors to ensure that exiled journalists are assisted and protected. 

 

 

1. For the UNHCR 
 
1.1. Strengthen the UNHCR asylum and resettlement mechanisms in order to identify 

vulnerable journalists in exile. 
 

1.2. Create special channels within the UNHCR system to support journalists in exile. 
DCMF encourages the UNHCR to recognise journalists as a vulnerable and 
particularly targeted group that plays a crucial role in informing the rest of the world 
about what is going on inside their country. Is it therefore important that they are 
given the necessary protection as refugees. 
 

1.3. Improve the pace of the resettlement process for exiled journalists by accelerating 
security checks for high-profile cases and providing emergency resettlement within 
three weeks for applicants in extreme danger and eight weeks for exiled journalists 
facing urgent risks. 

 
1.4. Improve communication between UNHCR protection officers and asylum seekers 

through a hotline or website available to refugees to receive updates on their cases 
using their ID number.  
 

1.5. Develop an effective referral system through outreach to assist exiled journalists who 
were subjected to violence. The UNHCR along with its partner organisations should 
elaborate a support network to allow exiled journalists to report violent incidents to 
the police and contact local organisations which provide support, including 
emergency hotlines, legal, medical and counselling services.  

 
1.6. Encourage more UN state members which ratified the 1951 Convention and 1967 

Convention to grant resettlement to journalists seeking asylum. 
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2. For UNESCO 
 
2.1. Reinforce cooperation with the UNHCR to support exiled journalists in areas where 

the UNHCR can’t. Greater cohesion should exist between the various UN 
mechanisms and institutions working for the protection of journalists in exile. 
 

2.2. Reinforce the implementation of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists 
and the Issue of Impunity Plan in East Africa. A focal point should be identified to 
supervise the enforcement of the Plan’s action line “Strengthening UN mechanisms” 
1.3.10 which calls for “common initiatives and projects among specialised UN 
agencies on issues related to the safety of journalists in exile in cooperation with the 
UNHCR, RSF and CPJ”.  
 

2.3. Reinforce the role and participation of civil society organisations in the UN Action 
on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity Plan. 
 

2.4. In collaboration with the African Union, strengthen the role of regional mechanisms 
in enforcing mechanisms such as the UN Plan which seek to improve protection for 
exiled journalists in East Africa. The Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression 
and Access to Information in Africa should be a key actor in this process. 

 
3. For exiled journalists associations 

 
3.1. Ensure that incoming exiled journalists seeking asylum have access to a safe shelter. 

The idea of “safe houses” should be discussed with the help of local NGOs, the 
UNHCR and press freedom organisations. Safe shelter options should be made 
available to small numbers of exiled journalists at short notice, for a period of up to 
six months, especially for emergency cases. It is recommended that safe houses are 
located at a distance from where other refugee populations live.  
 

3.2. Provide incoming exiled journalists with information about the different areas in 
which they could potentially live, taking security concerns into account, to make sure 
exiled journalists make informed decisions when it comes to housing. 
 

3.3. Within the organisation, identify a member who will act as focal contact point for 
incoming exiled journalists. The person would be responsible for identifying 
incoming exiled journalists and sharing as much information as possible with them. 
The focal point would also be responsible for informing press freedom organisations 
about new exiled journalists and refer their cases for assistance. 

 
3.4. Create mechanisms that will guarantee long-term and durable support for exiled 

journalists, especially for exiled journalists who remain in their country of asylum for 
more than two years. For example, partnerships with funding organisations could be 
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developed to provide exiled journalists with soft loans to help them create small 
business activities or pursue education for better employment opportunities.  
 

3.5. Work with local educational institutions such as universities or training centres to 
offer scholarships to exiled journalists so they can continue to expand their skills and 
produce information. Funding for such initiatives could be sought through local 
governments, UN institutions, press freedom organisations or foreign embassies or 
Ministries of Foreign Affairs.  

 
4. For press freedom organisations 

 
4.1. In association with exiled journalists organisations, reinforce existing networks such 

as the Journalists In Distress (JID) network that seek to send alerts when a journalist 
goes missing and identify those who have recently fled into exile. It is recommended 
to increase communication security within such networks.  
 

4.2. Create a website specifically designed to facilitate access to information for exiled 
journalists. The website should be a collaborative initiative between press freedom 
organisations, NGOs, protection officers from the UNHCR and exiled journalists’ 
associations. Information would be published in English, Swahili, Arabic, Amharic 
Somali and Tigrinya. The website should include a forum page allowing exiled 
journalists (or future exiled journalists) to ask questions to various actors. 
Considering most exiled journalists have better access to mobile phones than 
computers, a mobile phone application should also be developed in parallel. The 
website should include information on: 
- the registration process and the resettlement process 
- the role of the UNHCR (what it can and cannot do) 
- services offered by locally-based organisations (legal support, counselling 

services, English courses, training opportunities) 
- contact information of exiled journalists associations, 
- general advice on “living in exile in Kenya and Uganda or in a refugee camp 
- opportunities available (training, internships, employment advertising)  

 
4.3. Regularly provide exiled journalists with training opportunities to expand their skills 

and guarantee that they continue to exercise their profession in a safe and 
responsible manner. Trainings in cyber safety, physical safety and legal awareness 
should be given priority.  
 

4.4. Facilitate the creation of a local media centre in Kenya or Uganda where exiled 
journalists can read and write articles online. To limit the financial cost of such an 
operation, this centre should be located within the premises of a local media outlet 
or local journalists’ union. Press freedom organisations would then be responsible 
for providing or raising funds to purchase materials (computers, security software, 
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desks, chairs, webcams, printers, scanners) and organise trainings (cyber safety 
training, international standards of quality, etc.).  

 
4.5. A system should be developed for all NGOs and press freedom organisations to 

know: who is doing what? A mapping exercise should be undertaken by one or 
several press freedom organisations to create a database of activities undertaken by 
various organisations. 

 
4.6. Organise regular meetings through videoconference between key press freedom 

organisations operating in East Africa to discuss targets, strategies, and activities 
related to advocacy.  

 
4.7. Organise an annual conference to reunite all actors involved in the protection of 

exiled journalists in East Africa to build on lessons learnt and best practices 
concerning advocacy, monitoring, protection and information sharing. During this 
conference, workshops should also be held for the benefit of exiled journalists. 

 
4.8. Support the asylum or resettlement request of exiled journalists by submitting 

reference letters to the UNHCR when an exiled journalist is seeking refugee status or 
relocation. Such letters should speed up the process with the UNHCR, as reference 
letters guarantee that the individual seeking asylum is a genuine journalist fleeing 
persecution from home. Similar letters should be written to embassies, diplomats 
and UN officials to advocate for the case of a specific journalist or group of 
journalists. 

 
4.9. Provide assistance on an individual basis. Despite the existence of exiled journalists’ 

associations, all exiled journalists have expressed their wish to receive assistance on 
an individual basis due to existing political discrepancies within those organisations 
and, in some rare cases, corruption. 

 
4.10. Shift from piece-meal assistance to a more long-term assistance. Press freedom 

organisations need to realise that, for the majority of exiled journalists, the priority is 
to cover living expenses such as rent, food, and transportation. This gap between the 
form of assistance provided and the actual needs of journalists in distress has led to 
situations where, for example, journalists receive funds for medical assistance but 
prefer to use the money to pay their rent instead of getting treatment for their 
medical conditions. Even though support organisations have limited resources to 
tackle this problem, ways need to be found to address this gap in assistance. 

 

5. For the governments of Kenya and Uganda 
 
5.1. Facilitate access to travel documents for exiled journalists, especially the Convention 

Travel Document (provided under the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees). Travelling to a new country can be a durable solution for refugees who 
might find better educational or professional opportunities abroad. 
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5.2. Facilitate access to work permits for exiled journalists to legally access a wider range 

of job opportunities. A first step could be to reduce their costs (currently 50,000 
KES or 600 USD in Kenya). It is suggested that work permits are obtained as part of 
the refugee status determination and/or resettlement process (for countries other 
than Kenya or Uganda).  

 

6. For governments accepting resettlement requests  
 

6.1. Open their borders to journalists at risk by granting them resettlement. At the 
moment, the USA, Canada and Australia are the biggest recipients of “relocated” 
East African exiled journalists but their quotas are limited. 
 

6.2. Encourage the diplomatic community in the region to play a more important role in 
advocacy for the protection of exiled journalists.  

 

6.3. DCMF strongly encourages diplomats to recognise exiled journalists as a group 
under the threat of persecution needing specific protection and, as such, to identify 
those journalists on a regular basis through exchange of information between 
diplomatic counterparts about media professionals at risk.  

 

7. For foreign media outlets 
 

7.1. Create opportunities for exiled journalists to bounce back by offering six-month to 
one-year internships. Internships at local or international newspapers, TV or radio 
stations can enable exiled journalists to continue their professional career while 
gaining valuable experience. The input of exiled journalists can also bring added 
value to media houses by working with a journalist from a country they would like to 
cover more.  
 

7.2. Local media authorities in Kenya and Uganda are encouraged to provide exiled 
journalists with press cards, especially for exiled journalists who work in their 
country of asylum. A number of exiled journalists indicated that being in possession 
of a press card often helped them in situations where they could not produce 
identification documents such as passports or refugee cards.   
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