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Letter From The Chair

Greetings Delegates,

 My name is Thomas Rafferty, and I am a senior and a vice-president of the Model UN club at 

St. John’s Prep. I am excited to chair the African Union committee on Freedom of the Press this year. 

 As Africa develops as a continent, freedom of the press is becoming an increasingly important issue. 

 The African Union exists as an international organization to promote unity between African countries, 

and technically it supports freedom of the press.  However, Africa contains many of the least free na-

tions on the planet.  This unaddressed conflict between ideology and reality presents a fascinating hy-

pothetical scenario to address.  As delegates, you will need to negotiate the conflict between in-

ternational organizations and national sovereignty.  I highly encourage delegates to research their coun-

try's’ position on this issue, and to research the topic as a whole.  I look forward to meeting everyone 

and seeing the interesting solutions proposed at the conference!  If you have any questions, feel free to 

contact me at trafferty18@stjohnsprep.org.  

Sincerely,

Thomas Rafferty ‘18

Chair
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Committee Description

The African Union (the AU) is an international organization of African countries that func-

tions similarly to the European Union.  It was formed in 2002 in response to the failures of its preced-

ing organization, the Organization for African Unity (the OAU).  The OAU was founded partially to 

fight apartheid, but placed an emphasis on national sovereignty and so was unable to prevent events 

like the Rwandan genocide.  The committee will be based off the African Union Assembly, and will 

function similarly to a UN general assembly in terms of the structure and rules of procedure.  The 

African Union Assembly, which consists of the heads of state of various nations, has the power to pass 

legally binding resolutions.  However, enforcing these resolutions will be difficult.  Therefore, the 

committee will have to find ways to incentivize nations to change their policies.  According to the 

African Union:

“[The assembly] determines the AU’s policies, establishes its priorities, adopts its annual 

programme and monitors the implementation of its policies and decisions. The Assembly is 

mandated to accelerate the political and socio-economic integration of the African continent” 

(AU Assembly)

Delegates should keep these end goals in mind as they try to negotiate a solution to the problem of 

freedom of the press in Africa.  
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History of the Problem

 The creation of post colonial governments was a monumental task for many newly independent 

African nations.  As a result of this, African governments often restrict the freedom of reporters in or-

der to preserve stability or to stay in power.  “In September 1993, for example, authorities in Equatorial 

Guinea banned the monthly opposition newspaper, La Verdad. the only non-governmental publication 

in the country” (Ogbondah).  This kind of event has happened many times every year since decoloniza-

tion.  Very few African governments have an uninterrupted history of freedom of the press.  For exam-

ple, according to Reporters without Borders, Eritrea’s press is almost as limited as North Korea’s.  In 

contrast, Ghana is ranked 26 out of 180 countries in the World Press Freedom Index, higher than the 

United States, and the recent general elections took place “without major incidents or media freedom 

violations.” (Reporters without Borders).  Many African countries also have constitutions which guar-

antee freedom of the press.  However, these Constitutions are often ignored.  As a whole, the continent 

of Africa suffers from frequently suppressed media sources, especially in nations with limited Internet 

access.  Due to Africa’s diversity and large number of nations, few attempts have been made to in-

crease press freedoms as a whole across the continent.  The African Union would be the most effective 

international body to accomplish the goal of increasing freedom of the press. 
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 Overall, most people in most African countries support freedom of the press and think it is an 

important issue.  Data from the Pew Research Center shows that when people from Burkina Faso, 

Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda were surveyed, a median of 55% 

said that it was important that the media report news without censorship.  In addition, the vast majority 

of Africans in those countries think that the media should be able to freely criticize government poli-

cies and report on large protests (Pew Global).  In contrast, in countries such as the Democratic Repub-

lic of the Congo (and many others in Africa), authorities often issue threats or even commit violence 

against offending journalists.  For example, early in 2017 a video of Congolese “soldiers massacring a 

group of people armed with no more than sticks and slingshots is the latest evidence of the violence by 

soldiers” (IFEX). The realities of the situation are in harsh contrast to the desires of the people of 

Africa.

Freedom of the press is much more difficult to achieve in a country without widespread in-

ternet access.  Governments with control over internet access can take away the ability for citizens in 

remote areas to be informed at a moment's notice.  Because of this, countries with more internet access 

generally have greater freedom of the press.  In addition, economic instability can cause many nations 

to crack down on media outlets for fear of rebellion.  

�5



Past Actions

Some attempts have been made on a per-nation basis to protect the rights of journalists and 

media in Africa.  For example, in Konaté v. Burkina Faso, a national court cleared a reporter, Lohé Issa 

Konaté, of charges relating to his publishing of an article criticizing a magistrate of corruption.  The 

case, which took place in December 2014,  was used as a reference by courts all around the world in 

defamation and libel cases involving journalists.  According to the Media Legal Defense Initiative, 

which served as the defense in the court case, “The judgment will be used as a stepping stone towards 

defamation law reform across the continent.”  Similar court cases have occurred in many different 

African nations, including Ethiopia and even Swaziland, an absolute monarchy with very little freedom 

of the press.  However, these small steps are rarely enough to achieve fundamental changes.

Statement of the Problem

 A large contrast exists between the stated goals of the African Union and the reality of the 

African Union.  The African Commission for Human and Peoples’ Rights, a part of the African Union, 

released a statement in 2002 on the Freedom of the Press in Africa. In this statement, the Commission 

lays out a series of goals for African nations to meet. (AHCPR)  However, the Commission cannot pass 

binding resolutions, and so is not able to enforce its own assertions.  As representatives of various 

African nations, delegates should assess the validity of the claims made by the commission and formu-

late a plan to change the situation by passing a resolution either mandating or suggesting changes in 
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freedom of the press among AU member states.  Some delegates may also oppose any change in the 

current system.

 South Africa and Eritrea serve as opposing examples that will assist delegates in structuring the 

positions of their own nations.  By many measures, South Africa is one of the most developed nations 

in Africa.  South Africa has a 54% internet access rate, and internet access is unrestricted by the gov-

ernment (CIA World Factbook).  In addition, South Africa’s constitution guarantees freedom of the 

press and freedom of expression.  However, reporters have occasionally been detained when taking 

photos of sensitive subjects, and the government has released a list of security sites that journalists are 

not allowed to report on.  These restrictions are fairly minor when compared to the overall trends of 

journalism in South Africa.  As a whole, freedom of the press is generally a respected right in South 

Africa.

 Eritrea provides a contrast to South Africa in almost every way.  According to Reporters with-

out Borders, Eritrea’s lack of freedom of the press is second only to North Korea.  While South Africa 

has a GDP per capita of $13,200,  Eritrea has a GDP per capita of only $1,400, and has been under the 

absolute rule of president Isaias Afwerki since its independence in 1993.  The government heavily 

monitors media outlets and is believed by many to monitor internet access as well, although internet is 

only available to 1% of the population.  Rules against freedom of assembly are so harsh that groups of 

�7



more than three or four people risk being arrested.  Every aspect of an average citizen’s life is heavily 

regulated, and secondary school students and required to attend one of four military training centers to 

receive a full education.

Obviously, massive differences in opinion exist between the governments of different nations 

in the African Union.  Delegates will need to find a way to work out a reasonable middle ground be-

tween the different nations involved.  Enforcement of any potential resolutions would be extremely 

difficult, and it must be considered when writing a resolution.  The delegates must create a realistic 

way to achieve goals within the powers of the African Union.  It should be noted that peacekeepers can 

theoretically be deployed, but this solution is most likely not feasible due to their low numbers and the 

international outcry such an action would trigger.  Instead, delegates should consider economic sanc-

tions as a viable alternative.

Questions to Address

 1. What can the African Union do to enforce the rulings it passes? 

 2. What should the African Union require of its member states? 

 3. Where does the African Union draw the line between defending its alleged values and respect-

ing national sovereignty? 
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 4. The African Union has limited resources.  How much effort should the organization dedicate to 

addressing freedom of the press? 

 5. How important is freedom of the press compared to other issues in Africa? 

 6. Through what metrics is freedom of the press defined?  

Bloc Positions

Nations differ so much on the specifics of the issue that this committee lacks specifically defined bloc 

positions.  Most nations are somewhere in the middle between completely free and not free at all.

Bloc 1: Governments in favor of no real changes.  These include nations such as Eritrea and Sudan.

Bloc 2: Moderate or undecided nations.  

Bloc 3: Nations that strongly support freedom of the press, such as Ghana and South Africa.  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