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I wanted to talk a little bit today about the Freedom of Expression Project that we’ve been working on since 2006, with generous support from the Ford Foundation.  The aim of the project is to map out and address the overarching issue that this panel has been discussing today: What are the challenges and opportunities for human rights in the current global communications environment? Communications are converging around digital networked communications, vastly changing the media landscape…what are the implications for human rights?

To answer this question, last year we held workshops in Europe, Africa, Latin America and Asia with civil society groups working at the intersection of rights and communication.  We brought a wide range of different groups together, people who often don’t talk to each other, despite the fact that the issues they’re working on are related.  For example, we bought traditional human rights activists together with social science academics, people working to roll out infrastructure to excluded groups, artists, journalists…starting to break down the barriers that separate these groups so that we can collaborate and work together on issues that affect us all in our different spheres of interest. [network slide]
We took freedom of expression as a starting point for these conversations, looking at the challenges and opportunities to protecting and expanding it.  This is because it’s a foundation human right.  Without freedom of expression, we can’t exercise our other rights and freedoms, such as the right to democracy, education and culture.  FoE isn’t only a negative right, ie the freedom to be free from censorship.  It also grants us positive rights – ‘to seek, receive and impart information via any media’.  [Article 19 slide] As such, it underpins public life and healthy democracy.  Through supporting our right to communicate in the public domain, freedom of expression allows us to hold politicians to account, to access public information, to share information and ideas with each other, to express ourselves creatively.  Therefore, the starting point for communications policy that aims to advance human rights is to establish and protect the right to freedom of expression in this expansive sense, ensuring that its negative and positive dimensions are enshrined in law and daily life.

In working to define and explore freedom of expression in evolving networked communications environments, one lesson has emerged as key: in the age of digital networked communications, we can’t only focus our attention on communications content and issues such as direct censorship.  The array of infrastructure, hardware, software, protocols and applications that support the converging digital communications environment all influence what types of content we can create, access and share, and the tools we use to do it.  [model slide].
So, what did we find out?  We found that, despite the different specific contexts and geographical areas that people are working in, the issues they are facing in this field are remarkably similar.  We found that networked communications, and the mobile phone in particular, are offering people tremendous new opportunities to fully realise their right to freedom of expression and associated rights such as political participation.  But everywhere, these new and open spaces for expression are at danger of being shut down in the same of security and stability.  We also found an incredible energy and enthusiasm amongst a range of civil society groups to protect the new spaces of expression.  The frameworks that govern communications environments are currently undergoing dramatic upheaval and overhaul as governments and businesses everywhere struggle to understand and keep up with the changes that are happening.  This is offering us a window of opportunity to get involved; to advocate for the new governance frameworks that are being developed to shape communications environments that support human rights.
So what can we do with this window?  The freedom of expression project is now working to define and operationalise policy principles at each of the layers of the communications environment that, if adhered to by policy makers and users, would build an environment that supports human rights and the public interest.  We’re working together with a group of 7 other civil society organisations from across the world to work out what the broad issues and corresponding policies are at each of the layers. 
Policy is always based on values.  If we’re to build communications environments that support the public interest, we first need to identify the values that would underpin policy and the environment itself; values that users and policy makers can share and build on.  Through the course of our global conversations, the following values emerged….[values slide]
They are all rooted in the human rights framework, giving them moral and legal legitimacy.

So, once we agree on the values, we can start to work out what policies we need to realise them.  What issues do we need to address to ensure that the values are upheld; What concrete policies do the values translate into?  Drawing on the conversations and research we’ve conducted, freedom of expression project partners have agreed on the following principles……[principles slide].
This draft of principles is open for comment until the end of this year – we’re really keen to have a broad range of input into the process to make the principles as relevant and widely applicable as possible.

The next step is to work out how the principles apply in specific communications environments.  For example, we want equal access for all – but what does this mean specifically in Brazil?  

We then need to work out whether the specific principles are being upheld in the communications environment.  If not, why not?  
Finally, and most importantly, we need to work out how we can operationalise the policy principles.  We believe that, in order to be effective, all stakeholders within the communication environment have to be involved – civil society, business and government.  We don’t like big business, but business has a huge role to play, and we can’t just ignore them in shaping policy.  We might not be able to bring big business to the table, but what about the small businesses who are also suffering from monopolisation by big business? 
Obviously this process of multi-stakeholder discussion will be a long, complex and difficult process.  However, if we can identify what the specific areas for movement within specific communications environments can be, we can start to instigate change.  On what issues can the three main stakeholder groups work together?  Where do our interests overlap?  What are the points of synergy that we can work together on to start to shape little bits of the communications environment in the public interest?  Can we build consensus around public interest values that we all share upon which we want to build?

So, that’s where we are at the moment in the course of the project.  Each of our international groups is instigating discussions with key stakeholders and allies in their local communications environments to identify spaces where they can start to work together for change.  By working collaboratively internationally and using the same broad framework to guide this work, we will be able to identify where groups in different countries face similar problems, where they can collaborate and bring best-practice examples from abroad to exert pressure locally.  We can start to build the broad coalitions that are needed at local, national and international levels.  And we can do this through working on specific issues whilst at the same time placing them in the wider context of the converging networked communications environment and the interacting policy issues at each of its layers.
I want to end by making one final point: Human rights should not be seen only as the goal of communications policy.  We mustn’t forget that the international human rights system is 60 years old, and that over the course of this period, has developed a set of tools, mechanisms and institutions designed to protect our rights.  We need to work out how we can better use human rights law to protect our rights in the age of digital communication.  Actors working within the human rights system have a lot of work to do to update the system, ensuring that it is able to face the new challenges and fight the new battles that have emerged with globalised communications, economics and politics.  Work in this area has been incredibly slow: We urgently need to shape communications policy so that it supports human rights whilst at the same time strengthening the human rights system so that it can challenge bad policy.
