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USAID leads international development and humanitarian efforts to
save lives, reduce poverty, strengthen democratic governance and help
people progress beyond assistance.

U.S. foreign assistance has always had the twofold purpose of furthering
America’s interests while improving lives in the developing world. USAID
carries out U.S. foreign policy by promoting broad-scale human progress
at the same time it expands stable, free societies, creates markets and
trade partners for the United States, and fosters good will abroad.

USAID works in over 100 countries to:

Promote Global Health

Support Global Stability

Provide Humanitarian Assistance
Catalyze Innovation and Partnership

Empower Women and Girls
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IREX is a nonprofit organization that builds a more just, prosperous, and
inclusive world by empowering youth, cultivating leaders, strengthening
institutions, and extending access to quality education and information.

Founded in 1968, IREX delivers value to its beneficiaries, partners, and
donors through its holistic, people-centered approach to development.
We bring expertise and experience in fields such as education, civil
society, gender, media, governance, access to information, and youth
employment.

In 2021, IREX had an annual portfolio of more than $71 million and a
global staff of more than 600. By the close of 2022, IREX is projecting an
annual portfolio of $107 million and more than 700 staff worldwide.
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On behalf of IREX, | am pleased to introduce the 2023 edition of the
Vibrant Information Barometer (VIBE) for Europe and Eurasia, which
explores the media and information spheres in 18 countries throughout
the region, including five countries in Central Asia: Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.

While previous editions of VIBE captured the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on the media and information sectors in Europe, Eurasia,
and Central Asia, this year’s publication examines the impact of Russia’s
February 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, including an increase in
Kremlin propaganda throughout the region and freedom of speech in
Ukraine and Russia.

Based on IREX’s Vibrant Information Approach and developed in
partnership with USAID, the VIBE methodology better captures and
measures the way information is produced and utilized today. In a
vibrant information system, quality information should be widely
available, editorially independent, based on facts, and not intended to
harm. Content production should be sufficiently resourced, inclusive,
and diverse. People should have the rights, means, and capacity to
access multiple channels of information; they should detect and reject
misinformation; and they should be able to make informed choices
about their information consumption. People should use quality
information to inform their actions, improve their communities, and
contribute to public policy decisions. VIBE leverages the expert panel
approach, incorporating perspectives from local sector professionals
that IREX assembles in each country to serve as panelists.

The 2023 VIBE publication is accompanied by the Vibrant Information
Barometer Explorer, which allows users to analyze VIBE data and track
it over time--including similar elements from the Media Sustainability
Index, which IREX published from 2001-2019--with funding from USAID.

IREX would like to thank the more than 200 media, civil society, legal, and
other sector professionals from throughout Europe, Eurasia, and Central
Asia who took time to reflect on their own media sector and provide
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thoughtful comments and insights. A cornerstone for this study is the
discussion moderators and authors from each country who organize
the VIBE discussion panels, write chapter narratives that contextualize
the panelists’ thoughts, and provide rich information about operating
contexts that goes beyond simple scores.

Finally, without Sherilyn Harrington’s and Irma Kurtanidze’s dedicated
management and logistical support, this year’s VIBE would not have
been possible to produce. The United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) has been a consistent and enthusiastic supporter
of VIBE, funding the project from its inception and ensuring its ongoing
implementation.

We hope you will find this report useful, and we welcome any feedback.
Sincerely,

(s el

Linda Trail
Managing Editor


https://www.irex.org/resource/vibrant-information-just-prosperous-and-inclusive-societies
https://vibe.irex.org/
https://vibe.irex.org/
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Transition from Media Sustainability to Vibrant Information

From 2001 - 2019, IREX and USAID produced the Media Sustainability
Index (MSI)! to measure five key pillars and objectives related to media
sustainability: free speech, professional journalism, plurality of news
sources, business management, and supporting institutions.

Over the past two decades there have been dramatic changes to the
way information is produced, spread, and utilized. However, the growth
of digital and social media has dramatically changed how information
flows, including:

Expansion of the volume of information and speed of global transmission
(including misinformation and information intended to harm)
Blurred lines between media producers and media consumers

Rise of non-professional content producers (such as social media
users, bloggers, and influencers)

New challenges and opportunities in resourcing media production
Diminishing trust in many forms of content and content producers
New threats to individual privacy and security

Increased need for media and digital literacy across all segments
of society,

New forms of censorship as well as new and evolving ways to
circumvent censorship, and

New methods for individuals, civil society, the private sector and
corporations, and governments to utilize information for both
productive and destructive means.

In recognition of these changes - as well as the way anti-democratic
forces are utilizing those changes to intentionally spread
disinformation - IREX undertook a multiple-year review of its approach

1 www.irex.org/msi

to working with the information and media sectors, culminating in
the Vibrant Information Approach?. This outlines new challenges, needs,

and frameworks for thinking about information systems in the modern
era. This new approach made clear that the MSI - while still effective in
evaluating the structural underpinnings of the formal media sector - is
limited in its ability to capture some of the more urgent, relevant, or
timely aspects of how information is spread or utilized today.

Based on its Vibrant Information Approach, IREX built the Vibrant
Information Barometer (VIBE) - a new index to track the way
information is produced, spread, consumed, and used in the modern
era. VIBE was built to respond to lessons learned from many years
of implementing the MSI, changes in the media and information
spheres, and opportunities to lead the way in measuring and
diagnosing the challenges and opportunities that modern media
systems create. Through VIBE, IREX aims to capture a modern era
when many people around the world are simultaneously producers,
transmitters, consumers, and actors of the information that shapes their
environments and their lives.

2 _https://www.irex.org/resource/vibrant-information-just-prosperous-and-inclusive-societies
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The 2023 Europe and Eurasia Vibrant Information Barometer (VIBE)
covers 18 countries throughout Europe, Eurasia, and Central Asia. With
VIBE, IREX strives to capture a modern and evolving media space where
people are simultaneously producers, transmitters, consumers, and
actors in the information that influences their lives and environments.

This year’s edition focuses on the media and information space across
the countries in the study during calendar year 2022, capturing the
impact of the Kremlin’s February full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

VIBE Score Overview

VIBE looks at four principles of information vibrancy:
Principle 1: Information Quality
Principle 2: Multiple Channels: How Information Flows
Principle 3: Information Consumption and Engagement
Principle 4: Transformative Action: How Information Drives Behavior

VIBE includes 20 indicators that capture the most important elements of
these four principles, and it relies on information from country experts
who complete a VIBE questionnaire, provide scores for sub-indicators
that support each of the 20 main indicators along with evidence to
justify their scores, and then contribute to a panel discussion led by a
moderator.

Additionally, VIBE uses a 10-point scale (0-40) to represent country
progression or regression in the country-, principle-, and indicator-
level scores. Based on these numerical scores, IREX has also
developed descriptive classification as follows: Not Vibrant/Failing
Information System (0-10), Slightly Vibrant/Weak Information System
(11-20), Somewhat Vibrant/Stable Information System (21-30), and
Highly Vibrant/Thriving Information System (31-40). Full descriptive
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classifications are available in the methodology section.

In the 2023 study, of the four VIBE principles, Principle 2 had generally
higher average scores, while Principles 1, 3 and 4 had slightly lower
scores.

For countries in Europe and Eurasia (E&E) included in this year’s
publication, country-level scores were, again, mainly split into two VIBE
classifications: Somewhat Vibrant (North Macedonia, Montenegro,
Kosovo, Armenia, Moldova, and Ukraine) and Slightly Vibrant (Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Russial, and Serbia). Azerbaijan and
Belarus held the lowest scores in E&E, putting them in the Not Vibrant
classification.

In Central Asia, this year’s study put Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
and Uzbekistan in the Slightly Vibrant category. Turkmenistan’s score of
1 putitin the Not Vibrant classification.

At the overall score level, some countries--including Armenia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Ukraine, and Moldova—saw increases in their scores.
Others such as Serbia, North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Montenegro
received the same country-level scores as they did in the 2022 VIBE
study. Finally, other countries—including Albania, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Georgia, and Russia—experienced a decline in their country-level scores.

Principle 1’s (Information Quality) lowest scores tended to fall in the
indicator examining insufficient resources for content production
and harmful information. Rapidly evolving models for financing
media, declining advertising in traditional print and broadcast media,
international tech giants siphoning off advertising funds, and local and
global inflationary pressures, have all contributed to a financing desert
for media. Many media are reliant on political or business benefactors
for livelihood, while others look to international funding agencies for
their survival.

1  Russia’s overall country score of 12 puts it in the lowest end of VIBE’s Slightly Vibrant
classification. The country chapter considers media operating within Russia, which is largely
co-opted by the government, and Russian media that are exiled. The latter group keeps Russia’s
overall score out of the Not Vibrant category.
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Mal-information, misinformation, disinformation, and hate speech
continue to run rampant throughout countries in the region, which
also negatively affected the overall Principle 1 score across the region.
Conversely, indicators on availability of quality information and inclusive
and diverse content tended to have higher scores, reflecting some
improvements in the media infrastructure for print, broadcast, and
digital media in many countries.

Principle 2 (Multiple Channels) scores tended to be higher than those in
the other VIBE principles in this year’s study. Better scores were seen in

indicators examining adequate access
to channels of information, reflecting
strong or improved infrastructures
throughout the region. Armenia, North
Macedonia, and Montenegro received
scores of 31 or above in this indicator,
putting them in the “highly vibrant”
category. Lower scores in Principle 2
were seen in the indicators examining
independence of information channels,
reflecting political or business interests
interfering in editorial content.

Principle 3 (Information Consumption
and Engagement) scores generally saw
a slight increase in this year’s study.
However, lower scores in this principle
were seen in the indicators looking at
media literacy; panels across the region
noted weak media literacy skills in their
countries. Armenia, North Macedonia,
Kosovo, Moldova, Montenegro, and
Ukraine all garnered the highest scores
for this principle; however, these scores
still put them at the lower end of VIBE’s
“somewhat vibrant” classification.
Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Turkmenistan
got single-digit scores in this principle,
placing them solidly in the Not Vibrant category.

In Principle 4 (Transformative Action), panelists tended to give indicators
examining civil society’s use of information higher scores. However,
lower scores were seen in the indicators looking at how individuals use
quality information to inform their actions, government’s use of quality
information to make public policy decisions, and information supporting
good governance and democratic rights.



Strength of Evidence (SOE) Ratings. As noted in earlier VIBE editions,
IREX has incorporated SOE ratings into the VIBE methodology. These
ratings are meant to identify areas that donors or researchers may want
to consider for further research and to increase transparency about the
potential subjectivity of some indicators—especially those indicators
measuring newer concepts or sources of information.

As in previous years, the highest SOE ratings tended to be for VIBE
indicators in Principles 1 and 2, which received mostly “strong” and
“somewhat strong” average ratings; for the first time, SOE ratings
in Principle 4 were mostly “strong” and “somewhat strong” as well.
Indicators in Principles 3 largely received “somewhat strong” ratings.

This year, indicators examining the availability of quality information;
fact-based information; rights to create, share, and consume
information; adequate access to information channels, and civil society’s
use of quality information received the highest SOE rating, indicating
a strong body of comprehensive evidence supporting the panelists’
scoring of these indicators and a high degree of consensus among the
panelist scores. The bulk of the remaining indicators received an SOE
rating of “somewhat strong,” indicating that panelists and available
research provided some reliable evidence to support scores and that
there was mostly consensus among scores.

The lowest panelist confidence or lack of available data was for the
indicator examining community media in Principle 3, which continues
to be a less-developed and less-understood element of the information
and media ecosystems in the VIBE countries, when compared with other
regions such as Africa and Asia.

What is inside the 2023 VIBE Country Chapters

VIBE country chapter narratives that use the word “Russia” and related
terms in reference to the full-scale invasion of Ukraine that started in
2022--or when discussing propaganda, disinformation, mal-information,
etc. efforts in the region--refer to actions of the Government of Russia,
its proxies, and its cronies; it is not a specific reference to the citizens
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of Russia. Additionally, country chapter discussions about the war in
Ukraine are specifically related to the expanded invasion launched in
February 2022, unless indicated otherwise.

While earlier VIBE studies captured the impact of the global COVID-19
pandemic on the media, the Government of Russia’s 2022 full-scale
invasion of Ukraine has had a seismic impact on the media and
information systems throughout the VIBE countries.

On February 22,2022, and under the pretext of protecting people in the
Donbas region, President Vladimir Putin announced a “special military
operation” that was tantamount to a full-scale invasion of Ukraine with
missiles launched and troop attacking from the north, south, and east.
This expanded invasion followed rounds of Russian military build-up on
the Russian border with Ukraine (March - April 2021) and on Belarus’s
border with Ukraine (October 2021 - February 2022).

When the full-scale invasion began, Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy announced martial law and ordered a general mobilization of
Ukrainian males between the ages of 16 to 60 years old.

The human and economic impact of this expanded invasion has clearly
had profound impact on all sectors of Ukraine’s society including the
media. Prior to the February invasion, Ukraine had a diversified and well-
developed media infrastructure capable of delivering quality content.
The expanded war brought occupation, damage, and disruptions,
including widespread electricity cutoffs, interruptions in internet and
mobile communications, and an economic crisis that caused more than
216 media outlets to suspend or relocate their operations. In formerly
occupied regions, journalists returned to newsrooms and equipment
damaged or looted by Russian soldiers. In the Kharkiv, Mykolaiv, and
Kherson regions, broadcasting centers and towers were destroyed. The
electricity supply was patchy, and artillery shelling was frequent.

Additionally, the full-scale war accelerated the decline of Ukrainian print
media due to shrinking audiences, scarce and expensive newsprint,
disrupted distribution and delivery, and damaged printing houses.

The expanded invasion of Ukraine triggered shockwaves felt throughout

9
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Europe, Eurasia, and Central Asia, with heightened propaganda and
disinformation campaigns engineered by the Kremlin discussed in most
VIBE country chapters. While the bulk of the discussion below will focus
on the increase in Kremlin propaganda throughout the region, it is worth
looking at the impact of the expanded war on freedom of speech in
Ukraine and Russia.

Freedom of Speech. When martial law was declared in Ukraine, it
allowed the government to limit media’s activities, including suspending
operations and introducing wartime censorship. However, the Ukraine
chapter noted that Russian occupiers committed most violations against
free speech: 80 percent of 567 free speech violations documented by the
Institute of Mass Information (IMI) were committed by Russian occupiers.
Nonetheless, journalists acknowledge that they self-censor to avoid
compromising Ukraine’s defenses, and Ukrainian society has become
less tolerant of reactive critics of the government.

In a poll of 229 journalists in December 2022 by IMI, 43.4 percent said
freedom of speech had declined in Ukraine, 21 percent saw no change,
and 5.3 percent said it had improved. They cited major issues as
Government of Russia aggression and its consequences for the media
and journalists (82.5 percent), problems with access to information and
the shutdown of public registers (63.2 percent), problems with access
to facilities and denials of accreditation (57.5 percent), restrictions on
publishing certain content under martial law (48.2 percent), and such
cybercrimes as DDoS attacks and phishing (38.6 percent).

In Russia, the government harshly suppresses all protests. According to
OVD-Info, an independent human rights media outlet, the government
detained at least 19,586 anti-war protestors since February 24, 2022.
Among them, prominent opposition leader Ilya Yashin was convicted
and sentenced to more than eight years for an online stream about war
atrocities in the Ukrainian town of Bucha. The Moscow City Duma deputy
Alexey Gorinov received a sentence of almost seven years in a penal
colony for talking about the expanded war at the City Duma meeting.

The Russian government also adopted several wartime censorship
laws that included administrative and criminal charges for critics of

the military and Russian authority. Since the expanded war began in
Ukraine, Russia-based internet providers started to block national and
international media; Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, SoundCloud, and
Patreon; and national and international human rights groups’ websites,
including Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and Moscow
Helsinki Group.

Propaganda and Disinformation Campaigns. The Russian government
is no stranger to spreading propaganda, misinformation, and
disinformation throughout the countries of the VIBE study, with panelists
throughout the region raising this over a number of years. However, with
the full-scale war in Ukraine VIBE experts consistently noted heightened
efforts than can be directly traced to Kremlin-linked actors.

Panelists in Ukraine observed that Government of Russia propaganda
efforts have been active in the occupied territories and on social
networks. In a November 2022 report, the Ukraine-based data journalism
organization Texty identified 120 Telegram channels created by
Kremlin-linked information actors in the initial weeks of the full-scale
invasion, claiming that at least half arose from a coordinated effort and
were managed from the same location. These channels copied local
news feeds to attract subscribers, with the primary goal of spreading
Government of Russia rhetoric and simulate Ukrainian support for
the occupying Russian forces. They also produced and spread mal-
information to spark panic and strife among Ukrainians, along with
doubt about the Ukrainian government. Further, as Russian forces
retreated or slowed their advances, the proliferation of new channels
also slowed, mirroring the changing priorities of the military effort. Since
early summer 2022, active Telegram channels were running only in the
Kherson and Zaporizhzhia regions. Additionally, Digital Security Lab
reported that a number of new Facebook and Instagram pages initiated
efforts targeted at Russian speakers in southern and eastern Ukraine,
with fake stories on the brutality of the Ukrainian army.

The Ukraine chapter noted, however, that this onslaught of propaganda
has helped heighten awareness of Kremlin propaganda narratives, since
Ukrainian media covers it frequently. A journalist on that panel further
noted that efforts to curb hate speech spread by the Government of



Russia have intensified, with many Ukrainians joining an informal effort
to block or file complaints about Kremlin propaganda on social media.

Within Russia, propaganda about the full-scale war in Ukraine—or
as Russian authorities mandate that it be called, a “special military
operation”--permeates society through state, online, and social media.
A quote from 2021 Nobel Peace laureate and editor-in-chief of Novaya
Gazeta, Dmitry Muratov, in a March 2022 article in The New York Times,
summed up the current Russian reality succinctly: “Everything that
is not propaganda is being eliminated.” Authorities shuttered long-
standing media outlets Novaya Gazeta and Echo Moskvy radio station,
while blocking a number of others such as The New Times, Republic, and
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Mediazona. Foreign media—including
RFE/RL, Deutsche Welle, and the BBC—
pulled their staff from the country.

Objective reporting about the
expanded war in Ukraine can, and is,
prohibited by the government, including
Roskomnadzor, the federal agency
responsible for control, censorship, and
supervision of the media.

The only acceptable sources about the
full-scale war are government officials
or bodies. Additionally, most of the
international coverage available in
Russia is related to Ukraine or the United
States and is hostile to those countries,
people, and politics. The majority of the
remaining Russian independent media
had to leave the country in 2022 and
produce their news in exile.

In neighboring Belarus, the increasingly
repressive regime of President
Aleksander Lukashenko is in lockstep
with the Government of Russia. More
and more Belarusian independent voices
and media are being labelled “extremist” by the Belarusian government
and either forced to liquidate their operations or leave the country.
Creating and disseminating false and misleading information became
even more widespread among state-owned media when the Kremlin’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine started. State media’s focus shifted from
the migrant crisis that dominated the agenda in 2021 to promoting
Government of Russian narratives about Ukrainians and Ukraine. An
analysis of Sputnik Belarus (a Russian government-owned Belarusian
outlet promoting Kremlin narratives) content by iSANS, tracked the main
Kremlin-backed messages being disseminated in Belarus: questioning
Ukrainian statehood, promoting Russia’s alleged military successes in

11



Vibrant Information Barometer

Ukraine, and accusing the United States and NATO countries of using
Ukraine as a proxy to fight Russia.

In Moldova, the panel collectively agreed that the Government of Russia
is by far the foreign government that actively spreads misinformation.
Political and religious rhetoric justified the expanded war in Ukraine,
which was bolstered by fake news about Russian-speaking citizens
of Moldova being oppressed. While the Moldovan government tried
to ease tensions through debunking false information spread by the
Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a sizeable portion of the media
sector—including professional, partisan, and nonprofessional content
producers—spreads pro-Kremlin narratives such as Russia’s defense of
orthodoxy and traditional values, while the West seeks to destroy them.

12

One panelist cited a November 2022 Public
Opinion Barometer survey which showed
that 32 percent of Moldovans justified
the Government of Russia’s aggression in
Ukraine.

While Georgia has long experienced
Kremlin-motivated narratives, experts
on the VIBE panel in the country
expressed concern over a rise in mis- and
disinformation after the Government of
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
Moreover, some panelists pointed to
members of the ruling Georgian Dream
political party planting pro-Kremlin
narratives such as the allegation that the
West and some Ukrainian officials wanted
Georgia to open a second front in the
expanded war with Russia, marking the first
time Kremlin-linked disinformation was
explicitly aired on pro-government media.

The Georgia chapter also explored that
destructive impact of a far-right, Kremlin-
affiliated national broadcaster, Alt-Info,
which actively spread Government of
Russia war propaganda and disinformation about the full-scale war.
A Democracy Research Institute study about Alt-Info found that its
coverage actively tried to portray the Ukrainian government as a puppet
regime of the West, stoke anti-NATO skepticism as a tool to distance
Georgia from the West, and exacerbate popular fears about the loss of
Georgia’s occupied territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

In Kazakhstan, Kremlin-linked propaganda intensified with the start of
the expanded war in Ukraine. In one example, a guest on the “Evening
with Vladimir Solovyov” program on state-owned Russian television
caused a stir by saying that “the next problem in Kazakhstan.” In
another, Russia’s ambassador to Kazakhstan said in an interview with


https://www.democracyresearch.org/files/197rethoric%20and%20trends%20on%20social%20media.pdf

the Russian state-owned Sputnik news agency that the Government of
Russia would not hesitate if the president of Kazakhstan asked for help
with “nationalism” in the country.

The panelists in Kyrgyzstan noted that many people echo pro-Kremlin
propaganda that they see on Russian TV programs, including justifying
President Vladimir Putin’s aggressive policies about invading Ukraine.
Compounding this situation, many Kyrgyzstani citizens have family
members or friends who work in Russia and who actively distribute video
and audio podcasts from Russian social media networks through instant
messenger apps. This phenomenon actively puts in place a multi-layered
system of Kremlin propaganda and helps explain how misinformation in
Kyrgyzstan continues to proliferate.

In Uzbekistan, Ukraine’s ambassador to Uzbekistan asked the
government there to block Russian TV broadcasts, noting that “the
information war waged by the Russian media is an integral part of the
military campaign and is aimed at misinforming the global community.”
The Uzbekistan government refused but expanded foreign TV channels
offerings, such as the BBC and CNN, in late 2022. Political analyst
Kamoliddin Rabbimov said these additional channels counterbalance
Kremlin propaganda, but he criticized the official media’s lack of
coverage and analysis of the full-scale war and government policy
limiting the variety of opinions. Daniel Rosenblum, the former U.S.
ambassador to Uzbekistan, noted in an interview with the Alter Ego
project that “the loudness of the voices we are hearing from the Russian
media drowns out other voices.”

Raskrinkavanje (Disclosure), a Serbian fact-checking project that is
produced by the nonprofit Crime and Corruption Reporting Network
(KRIK), examined more than 4,000 texts regarding the expanded war
in Ukraine that five national print dailies published from February
through July 2022. KRIK found that while these media published
neutral coverage, about 40 percent were biased, mostly supporting
Russia and Putin, with daily outlet Vecernje Novosti using heavy-handed
misinformation. According to the International and Security Affairs
Center (ISAC Fund) NGO, the most popular media sites in Serbia show
pro-Kremlin narratives’ penetration into public opinion.
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Moreover, the Russian state-funded news website and radio station
Sputnik still strongly influence public opinion in the Serbian media
landscape. In November 2022, RT Balkan (Russia Today-Balkan) was
launched. According to a regional analysis, Serbia has the largest
number of media in the Balkan region spreading disinformation about
the full-scale war in Ukraine. VIBE panelists said TV Happy has a daily
debate program on Government of Russia aggression in Ukraine, which
only discusses a pro-Kremlin point of view. Raskrinkavanje analyzed
several pro-Kremlin tabloids and dailies in Serbia, including Informer
and Vecernje Novosti, which showed the outlets openly spread Kremlin
propaganda.

Kosovo was among the first countries to condemn the Government of
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, it welcomed displaced Ukrainians,
and the government hosted some journalists from the country,
providing them with housing, money, and other assistance. The panel
in Kosovo noted that the expanded conflict in Ukraine has led to an
uptick in slanted and unverified news from the Kremlin and Serbia.
This mal-information has had a significant impact, especially in the
predominantly Serbian northern part of Kosovo. Additionally, it is also
often translated into Albanian and makes its way into online media that
is read by most people in Kosovo.

In Bosnia-Herzegovina (B&H), the panel noted that between general
elections and the full-scale war in Ukraine, the country saw increased
level of biased reporting, disinformation, and smear campaigns,
particularly online--with conspiracy theories, inaccurate or unverified
news, and disinformation thriving in the wake of the Government of
Russia’s expanded invasion of Ukraine. One panelist observed that
media in B&H often copy and paste news about the expanded war in
Ukraine from Serbia without verifying the information.

The B&H panelists also called the Russian Embassy a leader in spreading
disinformation and propaganda on its social media pages, such as
biolaboratories manufacturing weapons that target Russian DNA which
was further spread by the media. The Kremlin’s influence has also
contributed to polarization in reporting on the full-scale war. Media in
the Federation cover it as an invasion of a sovereign state, while those in
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the Government of Russia-aligned Republika Srpska have adopted the
Kremlin-preferred term “special military operation.” Moreover, RTRS,
Republika Srpska’s public broadcaster, has aired almost daily reports
that follow Kremlin propaganda from correspondents in the Donbas
region of Ukraine or from the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic.
The Russian state-owned news agency Sputnik has also been a source
of disinformation in B&H, putting out claims such as Russia managing to
prevent a third world war.

Recommendations

IREX asked panelists and chapter authors to provide specific
recommendations on ways to improve the performance of their media
and information sectors. Below are summaries
of this year’s recommendations that IREX has
compiled, organized into the following recurring
themes: 1) Working with big technology
platforms to improve their policies and practices;
2) Combatting disinformation and other harmful
content; 3) Supporting fact-checking; 4) Providing
legal support to the media and information
sector; and (5) Strengthening investigative
journalism reporting.

IREX hopes these will be useful to VIBE readers.

Big Tech:

Georgia: Working with large technology
platforms—such as Facebook (Meta), Twitter (X),
and others that serve as distribution platforms
for media outlets—to minimize issues faced by
media who use them, such as blocking legitimate
content and accounts.

Ukraine: Working with tech giants to amend their
policies on blocking Ukrainian content and social

media accounts. Ukrainian journalists and public figures with large
audiences on Meta have been blocked, and anyone who writes about
Russian war crimes of which the world should be aware can be blocked.
Ukrainian efforts to pressure tech giants were not enough to amend
their policies on military content, while their content moderation of
undisguised propaganda remains low.

Disinformation and other harmful content:

Albania: Training on how journalists can deal with disinformation,
ensuring that such trainings are accessible to journalists operating
outside of the capital. Capacity building on cyber security and cyber
hygiene.




B&H: Educating and sensitizing journalists and editors to recognize
harmful content, the use of sexism to discredit female candidates, and
the use of conspiracy theories, disinformation, and hate speech.

Fact-checking:

Armenia: Supporting more reliable and reputable fact-checking
platforms to withstand the never-ending volume of misinformation,
disinformation, and mal-information both in-country and disseminates
from foreign governments.

Kosovo: Strengthening fact-checking mechanisms, especially on digital
platforms. This could involve developing partnerships with international
fact-checking networks and creating local resources for fact-checking in
the local language(s).

North Macedonia: Investing in more fact-checking sections in media,
both for pre-publication and for debunking false narratives and
disinformation.

Media and information literacy:

Albania: Supporting and extending media literacy programs, ensuring
systematic and sustainable approaches.

B&H: Developing and adopting, at the state level, a media and
information literacy strategy that will include guidelines and action
plans for its introduction into the education system, including provisions
on teaching materials and teacher retraining.

Kazakhstan: Promoting the development of critical thinking and media
literacy among the population.

Kosovo: Investing to improve media literacy and critical thinking skills
among the public to help combat the spread of mis- and dis-information.

Serbia: Introducing media literacy in school curriculums and increasing
minority language programs on public service media.

Vibrant Information Barometer

Legal support:

Kyrgyzstan: Supporting the media, journalists, and bloggers with free
legal advice and legal assistance in court.

Serbia: Providing training and materials for the judges and prosecutors
to recognize and reject strategic lawsuit against public participation
(SLAPP) lawsuits.

Tajikistan: Improving legal protections for journalists and ensuring
journalists understand their rights under the law.

Investigative journalism:

Albania: More financing for independent investigative work, especially in
local communities, on issues that are relevant to those people.

Armenia: Providing more funds for grants and competitions for
investigative journalism.

Kyrgyzstan: Expanding investigative journalism by providing training and
mentoring for experienced and beginners by providing different levels of
in-depth training.
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M VIBE 2023: Overall Average Scores

Kazakhstan 18

Kyrgyzstan 18

Russia 12 i
Uzbekistan 18

Georgia 13
ch Albania 19
Azerbaijan 9 Serbia 15

Bosnia &
Turkmenistan 1 Belarus 10 Tajikistan 15 Herzegovina 19

Armenia 23

Kosovo 23
Montenegro 23
North Macedonia 23
Moldova 24

Ukraine 24

21-25

Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant

H VIBE 2023: Information Quality

Tajikistan 16
Albania 17

Bosnia &
Herzegovina 18

Kazakhstan 18

Belarus 12 Kyrgyzstan 19
Georgia 13 Uzbekistan 19
Russia 13 Armenia 20
Turkmenistan 1 Azerbaijan 10 Serbia 14 Kosovo 20

11-15 16-20

Montenegro 21
Moldova 21

North Macedonia 21
Ukraine 21

21-25 26-30
Not Vibrant Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant

[ VIBE 2023: Multiple Channels

Belarus 16

Russia 11 Kazakhstan 16

Azerbaijan 8 Georgia 13 Serbia 16

Turkmenistan 1 Belarus 9 Tajikistan 15 Kyrgyzstan 18

11-15 16-20

Kosovo 26
Montenegro 26
Armenia 27

Albania 21

X Moldova 27
Bosnia &

Herzegovina 21 North Macedonia 27

Uzbekistan 21 Ukraine 27

21-25 26-30
Not Vibrant Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant
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H VIBE 2023: Information Consumption and Engagement

Armenia 21
Serbia 16
Kosovo 21
Albania 17
Tajikistan 12 Moldova 22
Kyrgyzstan 17
Russia 13 Montenegro 22
. Bosnia & .
Azerbaijan 7 Georgia 14 Herzegovina 19 North Macedonia 22
Turkmenistan 0 Belarus 9 Uzbekistan 14 Kazakhstan 20 Ukraine 24

11-15 16-20  21-25 26-30

Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant

[l VIBE 2023: Transformative Action

Kyrgyzstan 17

L Armenia 22
Tajikistan 17

Montenegro 22

Bosnia &
Azerbaijan 11 Herzegovina 18 North Macedonia 23
Russia 11 Albania 19 Ukraine 23
Georgia 13 Kazakhstan 20 Kosovo 25
Turkmenistan 0 Belarus 10 Serbia 15 Uzbekistan 20 Moldova 25

11-15 16-20  21-25 26-30
Not Vibrant Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant
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The emergence of digital and social media has fundamentally disrupted
the traditional media model. Today people are simultaneously
producers, transmitters, consumers, and users of information. To
capture a vastly changed and fluid media environment, IREX and
USAID developed the Vibrant Information Barometer (VIBE) to better
describe and measure the way information is produced and utilized, thus
assessing how vibrant countries’ information systems are in the modern
age.

In a vibrant information
system, quality information
is widely available, and the
vast majority of information is
editorially independent, based
on facts, and not intended to
harm. Sufficient resources for
diverse and inclusive content
production should exist. People
have the rights, means, and
capacity to access a wide
range of information; have the
ability to recognize and reject
misinformation; and can make
informed choices on the types
of information they consume.
People use quality information
to inform their actions, improve
their communities, and weigh
in on public policy decisions.
Building off almost two decades
of experience with the Media
Sustainability Index, VIBE looks
at four principles of information
vibrancy:

1) Information Quality: How information is produced by both
professional and nonprofessional producers. This includes
content quality, content diversity, and economic resources.

2) Multiple Channels - How Information Flows: How
information is transmitted or spread by both formal and informal
information channels. This includes the legal framework for free
speech, protection of journalists, and access to diverse channels
and types of information.

L




3) Information Consumption and Engagement: How
information is consumed by users. This includes looking at
freedom of expression, media and information literacy, digital
privacy and security, the relevance of information to consumers,
and public trust in media and information.

4) Transformative Action - How Information Drives Behavior:
How information is used and put into action. This includes how
governments, the private sector, and civil society use information
to inform decisions and actions; whether information is spread
across ideological lines; and whether individuals or groups feel
empowered to use information to enact change.

By helping implementers, donors, policymakers, and partner
governments improve the resilience and integrity of information
systems in developing countries, VIBE aims to ensure that citizens,
civil society, and governments have the information they need to
increase governments’ capacity and commitment to meeting the
economic, social, and democratic needs of their people. It is an ideal
tool for tracking national and regional information trends over time and
informing global understanding of the way information is produced,
shared, consumed, and utilized in the digital age.

Local Panels for Expert Assessment

VIBE aims to describe entire countries’ information systems by drawing
together experts from the country’s media outlets, NGOs, professional
associations, polling firms, and academic institutions to participate in
panel discussions. This may include editors, reporters, media managers
or owners, advertising and marketing specialists, pollsters, lawyers,
professors or teachers, or human rights observers. Prior to the panel
discussion, Panelists will each complete a VIBE questionnaire made
up of 20 indicators (5 per principle) that capture the most important
elements of the four VIBE principles (for more details see Scoring
System below).

Vibrant Information Barometer

Each panel of up to 15 panelists per country will be conducted by a
moderator who will themselves be experts in the media and information
landscape of the country. VIBE moderators will be responsible for
ensuring panels include representatives from various types of media,
the capital city, and other geographic regions, and that they reflect
gender, ethnic, and religious diversity as appropriate. In addition, IREX
encourages moderators to select panelists with varying ideological
backgrounds, to minimize the chance that only certain political or social
views are captured. For consistency from year to year, at least half of
the previous year’s participants will be included on the following year’s
panel.

In some cases where conditions on the ground are such that panelists
might suffer legal retribution or physical threats as a result of their
participation, IREX will allow some or all of the panelists and the
moderator to remain anonymous. In severe situations, IREX does not
engage panelists as such; rather the study is conducted through research
and interviews with those knowledgeable of the media situation in that
country. Such cases are appropriately noted in relevant chapters.

VIBE questionnaires are written in a way that explicitly asks for evidence
for each indicator. Panelists are encouraged to consider specific laws or
policies, examples from media sources, recent events or developments,
research data, personal experiences, or observations of the work of
colleagues for each indicator. Based on this evidence and the level of
consensus achieved in panel discussions, moderators will assign a
Strength of Evidence (SoE) score to each indicator (see more details
below).

To ensure consistency across country scores, IREX’s managing editor
reviews, analyzes, and finalizes scores for each country. If the managing
editor has concerns about the validity or comparability of indicator
scores, she or he may review the narrative chapters to see if evidence is
provided to support the scores, modify the scores, or remove extreme
outlier scores that vary significantly from the average score.
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Scoring System

Each indicator is broken into clear sub-indicators, which panelists will
score individually on the VIBE scale. Sub-indicators will be averaged to
make the indicator score.

Sub-indicators will be scored using the following scale (0-40):

0 - Disagree

10 - Agree in a few cases but mostly disagree. For example, it
may be true for only a minority of content, content-producers,
or parts of the country.

20 - Agree in some cases but not others. For example, it may
be the case this is true for most professional content but not
true for most non-professional content. Or it may be true in
some parts of the country but not others.

30 - Agree in most cases. This is the norm, although it may not
be true for certain content, content-producers, or parts of the
country.

40 - Agree.

N/A - Not Applicable. This will be used for any sub-indicator
where a panelist feels the specific concept being assessed is
not applicable or relevant to the country.

DK - Don’t Know. | do not have sufficient information to
answer this at this point. This should be used in cases where
panelists do not feel they have adequate information or
evidence to assign a score.

Panelists will be allowed to use increments of 5 if they feel the most
accurate response is between two of the above options (i.e., scores of
5, 15, 25, or 35). Principle scores are calculated using a straight average
of the five expert-opinion indicator scores. Country scores will be
calculated as a straight average of the four principle-level Indicators.
When a panelist replies N/A or DK on a sub-indicator, that sub-indicator
is dropped from both the numerator and denominator for averaging.



The scores will be interpreted per the following categories:

Highly
Vibrant

(31-40)

Somewhat
Vibrant

(21-30)

Principle 1:

Information Quality

There is quality
information on a variety

of topics and geographies

available. The norm for
information is that it is
based on facts and not
intended to harm.

There is quality
information on some
topics and geographies
available. Most
information is based on
facts and not intended
to harm, although
misinformation, mal-
information, and hate
speech do have some
influence on public
discourse.

Principle 2:

Multiple Channels

People have rights

to information and
adequate access

to channels of
information. There
are diverse channels
for information flow,
and most information
channels are
independent.

Most people have
rights to information
and adequate
access to channels
of information,
although some may
be excluded due to
economic means or
social norms. There
are diverse channels
for information flow,
and most information
channels are
independent.

Principle 3:

Consumption &
Engagement

People can safely use
the internet due to
privacy protections
and security tools.
They have the
necessary skills and
tools to be media
literate.

Although there are
privacy protections
and security tools
available, only some
people actually use
them. Some people
have the necessary
skills and tools to be
media literate, whereas
others do not.
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Principle 4:

Transformative
Action

Information producers
and distribution
channels enable

and encourage
information sharing
across ideological
lines. Individuals use
quality information to
inform their actions.
Information supports
good governance and
democratic rights.

Information producers
and distribution
channels enable
information sharing
across ideological
lines but not actively
encourage it. Individuals
sometimes use
quality information

to inform their
actions. Information
sometimes supports
good governance and
democratic rights.

Country

Quality information is
widely available in this
country. People have

the rights, means, and
capacity to access a wide
range of information;
they recognize and reject
misinformation.

Quality information

is available in this
country and most of it is
editorially independent,
based on facts, and not
intended to harm. Most
people have the rights,
means, and capacity to
access a wide range of
information, although

some do not. Most people

recognize and reject

misinformation, although

some do not.
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Not At All
Vibrant

(0-10)

Principle 1:

Information Quality

There is quality
information on a few
topics and geographies
available, but many
topics or geographies

are not covered. Some
information is based on
facts and not intended to
harm, but misinformation,
mal-information, and hate
speech have significant
influence on public
discourse.

There is limited
information available and/
or it only covers a few
topics or geographies.
Misinformation, mal-
information, and hate
speech are widespread
and have a significant
influence on public
discourse. There are
limited resources for
content production,

and only the views

and experiences of the
dominant few are shared
through media.

Principle 2:

Multiple Channels

Many people have
either limited rights
to information or
inadequate access
to channels of
information. Channels
for government
information are
limited. There are
only a few channels
for information
flow, and many

of these channels
are not editorially
independent from
their owners or
funders.

People do not have
rights to information
and/or do not have
adequate access

to channels of
information. There
are few channels

for any information,
including government
information.

The channels of
information that do
exist are generally not
independent.

Principle 3:

Consumption &
Engagement

Relatively few people
are able to use
privacy protections
and security tools.
Relatively few people
have the necessary
skills and tools to

be media literate.
Relatively few people
engage productively
with the information
that is available to
them.

People cannot safely
use the internet due to
surveillance. They do
not have the necessary
skills or tools needed
to be media literate.
Media and information
producers rarely or
never engage with
their audience or work
to build trust.

Principle 4:

Transformative
Action

Information producers
and distribution
channels do not enable
information sharing
across ideological lines
but also do not actively
prevent it. Government

occasionally uses quality

information to make
public policy decisions.
However, this is not the
norm.

Information producers
and distribution
channels discourage
information sharing
across ideological
lines. Individuals
cannot or do not use
quality information to
inform their actions.
Information does

not support good
governance and
democratic rights.

Country

Quality information

is available on a few
topics or geographies

in this country, but

not all. While some
information is editorially
independent, there is
still a significant amount
of misinformation, mal-
information, and hate
speech in circulation, and
it does influence public
discourse. Most people
do not recognize or reject
misinformation.

Quality information is
extremely limited in

this country. The vast
majority of it is not
editorially independent,
not based on facts, or
itisintended to harm.
People do not have the
rights, means, or capacity
to access a wide range

of information; they do
not recognize or reject
misinformation; and they
cannot or do not make
choices on what types of
information they want to
engage with.



Strength of Evidence (SoE) Score

The Strength of Evidence rating is meant to identify areas where further
research is needed and to increase transparency about the potential
subjectivity of some indicators. For each indicator, moderators will
assign a Strength of Evidence rating - Weak, Somewhat weak, Somewhat
strong, or Strong - based on the quality of evidence informing each
indicator, the confidence of panelists in their scores, the number of N/
As or DKs among panelists’ scores, and the level of consensus across
the panel. A panelist’s score that varies by more than 15 points above or
below the average indicator score may be removed.

Strong: There is a great deal of evidence providing a strong case for
scoring this indicator. Panelists are able to provide a great deal of timely,
reliable, and comprehensive evidence to justify their scores (through
their questionnaires or panel discussions), and there is a high degree of
consensus on the score across panelists. There are no (or almost no) N/A
or DK sub-indicators among panelists.

Somewhat strong: There is some evidence providing a somewhat
strong case for scoring this indicator. Panelists are able to provide
some timely and reliable evidence to justify their scores (through their
questionnaires or panel discussions.) There is mostly consensus on the
score across panelists for this indicator. There are a few N/A or DK sub-
indicators among panelists.

Somewhat weak: Although there is some evidence providing a case for
scoring this indicator, it is somewhat weak. Panelists are able to provide
only limited timely and reliable evidence to justify their scores (through
their questionnaires or panel discussions). There is limited consensus
on the score across panelists. There are some N/A or DK sub-indicators
among panelists.

Weak: Although there is some evidence providing a case for scoring this
indicator, it is weak. Panelists are generally not able to provide timely
and reliable evidence to justify their scores (through their questionnaires
or panel discussions). There is little consensus on the score across
panelists. There are many N/A or DK sub-indicators among panelists.

Vibrant Information Barometer

VIBE Indicators

Principle 1: Information Quality

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that it is based on
facts. Misinformation is minimal.

Indicator 3: The norm for information is that it is not intended to
harm. Mal-information and hate speech are minimal.

Indicator 4: The body of content overall is inclusive and diverse.

Indicator 5: Content production is sufficiently resourced.

Indicator 6: People have rights to create, share, and consume
information.

Indicator 7: People have adequate access to channels of
information.

Indicator 8: There are appropriate channels for government
information.

Indicator 9: There are diverse channels for information flow.

Indicator 10: Information channels are independent.

Principle 3: Information Consumption and Engagement

Indicator 11: People can safely use the internet due to privacy
protections and security tools.
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Indicator 12: People have the necessary skills and tools to be media
literate.

Indicator 13: People engage productively with the information
that is available to them.

Indicator 14: Media and information producers engage with their
audience’s needs.

Indicator 15: Community media provides information relevant
for community engagement.

Principle 4: Transformative Action

Indicator 16: Information producers and distribution channels
enable or encourage information sharing across ideological lines.

Indicator 17: Individuals use quality information to inform their
actions.

Indicator 18: Civil society uses quality information to improve
communities.

Indicator 19: Government uses quality information to make
public policy decisions.

Indicator 20: Information supports good governance and
democratic rights.
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Highly Vibrant (31-40): Quality information
is widely available in this country. People
have the rights, means, and capacity to ac-
cess a wide range of information; they rec-
ognize and reject misinformation.

Somewhat Vibrant (21-30): Quality infor-
mation is available in this country and most
of it is editorially independent, based on
facts, and not intended to harm. Most peo-
ple have the rights, means, and capacity
to access a wide range of information, al-
though some do not. Most people recognize
and reject misinformation, although some
do not.

Slightly Vibrant (11-20): Quality informa-
tion is available on a few topics or geogra-
phies in this country, but not all. While some
information is editorially independent,
there is still a significant amount of misinfor-
mation, malinformation, and hate speech
in circulation, and it does influence public
discourse. Most people do not recognize or
reject misinformation.

Not Vibrant (0-10): Quality information is
extremely limited in this country. The vast
majority of it is not editorially independent,
not based on facts, or it is intended to harm.
People do not have the rights, means, or ca-
pacity to access a wide range of information;
they do not recognize or reject misinforma-
tion; and they cannot or do not make choic-
es on what types of information they want
to engage with.
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With a first intergovernmental conference in July
which opened EU accession negotiations, 2022 marked
an important moment in Albania’s path towards EU
integration. Structures are now in place to carry out
accession negotiations and align national legislation with
EU law.

Other major events followed. The country faced economic
challenges due to the war in Ukraine, including rising
inflation and prices. Additionally, the election of Major
General Bajram Begaj as Albania’s new president in June
2022 instigated infighting within the main opposition
party throughout the year.

A series of cyberattacks shook Albania’s public and
private IT infrastructure in 2022, disrupting e-service
provision, taking down government websites, and
exposing personal and classified information including
mailboxes of the prime minister, ministers, embassies,
police, and the State Intelligence Service, as well as
account numbers, amounts, and other personal data of
private bank account holders. The government declared
that the cyberattacks were orchestrated and sponsored
by the Islamic Republic of Iran and proceeded to sever
diplomatic relations with the country in September.
Albania restored services following the cyberattack
swiftly, but the toll of the massive data leakages remains
unclear.

Albania’s media ecosystem is characterized by a rising
number of information and news sources--but an overall
decline quality, contributing to a decline in the country
score from 22 in the 2022 VIBE study to 19 in this year’s
study. There was a three-point decline in panelist

ALBANIA

scores for Principle 1 (Information Quality), driven by
propaganda dominating content production, leaving less
room for genuine news, while the political and economic
interests of media owners and influence-buying skew the
media landscape and undermine editorial independence.
The VIBE panelists believed that the dim outlook for
media financing is one of the most important hindrances
to the country’s media independence. They identified
a strong need for financing independent investigative
work, especially in local communities. Principle 2’s
scores (Multiple Channels) also saw a three-point decline
compared with last year’s study, with higher scores
given to the indicator examining access to channels of
information, but low scores for the indicator focused on
the independence of information channels.

Principle 3 (Information Consumption and Engagement)
and 4 (Transformative Action) scores dropped four and
three points, respectively. While audiences tend to seek
out information that confirms their beliefs and thus
remain within their information bubbles, including on
social media, there is limited availability of nonpartisan
news sources. However, on a positive note, the panelists
acknowledged Albania’s progress in integrating media
and information literacy into basic education and
the accreditation of media education courses for pre-
university teachers. The panelists credited international
and civil society organizations’ (CSOs) support for these
initiatives and claimed that more initiatives to foster
collaboration between media and CSOs in a sustainable
manner could be beneficial to Albania’s media
development.



ALBANIA

Vibrancy Rating

PRINCIPLE 1:

INFORMATION QUALITY

Strength of Evidence Rating

Somewhat
Strong

Somewhat
Weak

/\

The Albanian media market presents a dichotomy between growth in
the sheer number of outlets and sinking quality. Biased reporting and
unverified facts are prevalent, revealing lapses in ethics. Panelists agreed
that propaganda, which reaches outlets in the form of readymade
materials, dominates the content stream. Some media outlets
spread disinformation intentionally for
political or clickbait purposes. However,
the emergence of non-governmental
organization (NGO) media adhering
to ethical standards and conducting
fact-checking marks a positive trend.
Harmful content dissemination by foreign
governments is limited, but Albania’s own
government has a history of poor relations
with critical media. Hate speech is also an
issue, with a few cases landing on the Commissioner for the Protection
against Discrimination’s desk in 2022.

editorial lines.

Panelists awarded their highest scores to Indicator 4, on the inclusivity
and diversity of the body of content — with the Albanian Radio and
Television seen as the pinnacle of inclusive and diverse content
production, catering to all audiences. Indicator 5, in contrast, scored
the lowest in Principle 1, with panelists providing a gloomy outlook for
the media’s financial prospects—and noting that the lack of financial
independence continues to hold back the development of media
independence in the country. They saw NGO funding for independent

& & 1t scems that ethics is the
exception, not the rule, with
efforts to twist the truth to serve
ideological or business interests
and a lack of transparency about
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journalism as a positive development, allowing journalists to write
without following a specific editorial agenda.

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available.

It is possible to find quality information on some topics in Albania,
and panelists agreed that the underpinning infrastructure is adequate,
especially considering growth in the mainstream and online media
ecosystem. Such growth, however, is predominantly translated in
qguantitative, rather than qualitative, terms. Lutfi Dervishi, a media
consultant and journalism lecturer at the University of Tirana, noted that
the current infrastructure lags in technological developments such as
using mobile journalism or fact checking. The panelists identified the
need of support for ongoing training programs for journalists with an
emphasis on technology, and technology-enabled reporting.

The panelists made a distinction between
the formal and informal training of
journalists. Main universities offer
journalism degrees, but degrees are
increasingly being offered in journalism
and public relations, further blurring the
lines between the two fields and setting
the stage for graduates to pursue more
lucrative careers in public relations.
Moreover, the curricula, as panelists noted, are outdated, failing to
keep up with developments—especially on the technology front.
Shortcomings in relation to laboratories and equipment, especially
in universities, reflect a failure to take advantage of technology in the
formal education of new generations of journalists.

The panelists noted there are increasing opportunities for training for
working journalists, mainly sponsored by international organizations.
However, such trainings are less available in settings outside of the
capital, Tirana.

The panelists expressed concern about the lack of an observed industry-
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wide code of ethics in content production, with biased reporting, a
tendency to regurgitate politicians’ press releases, and a failure to verify
facts on display in most media outlets. The situation is worst in online
media, where articles sometimes leave out authors’ names and are not
fact-based. It seems that ethics is the exception, not the rule, with efforts
to twist the truth to serve ideological or business interests and a lack
of transparency about editorial lines. Major outlets are seen “changing
sides” within very short periods of time.

However, the panelists highlighted the &6 1he panelists agreed that
information in Albania is generally
not based on facts, and
propaganda is widespread.

positive trend of an increasing number
of media registered as NGOs, adhering
to ethical standards, conducting fact-
checking, and reporting on issues of public
interest. The panelists also emphasized
that journalists with the courage and skill to ask the right questions
and hold government actors accountable do exist, but they are often
pressured to self-censor and follow the editorial line by editors and
owners.

In Albania, generally, there are no distinctions, or separation, between
editorial policies or content and management. As a result, published
content tends to follow owners’ political and economic interests.

Local news is severely underreported. News pertaining to the central
government and independent agencies in Tirana monopolizes about
two-thirds of the media, with the rest following local developments.!
Panelists agreed that politics dominates the news arena.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that it is based on
facts.

The panelists agreed that information in Albania is generally not based
on facts, and propaganda is widespread. Propaganda-infused content -
produced by central and local-level government officials and political
parties - is served readymade to journalists. Outlets often broadcast

1 Local News Mapping Study, Citizens Channel. November 16, 2022. https://citizens-channel.
com/2022/11/16/citizens-channel-prezanton-studimin-hartezimi-i-lajmeve-lokale/
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and publish this material with little to no fact-checking. Some media
intentionally spread disinformation to serve certain political agendas;
others knowingly spread disinformation for click-bait. The panelists
also noted credible reports documenting cases of senior media
representatives blackmailing businesses by threatening unfavorable
media coverage such as “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices on
Albania” by the U.S. Department of State, from 2022.

As Kristina Voko, executive director of BIRN
Albania, noted, a lot of false information
is not fabricated internally by outlets,
but the copy-paste culture of many
Albanian newsrooms perpetuates the
spread of propaganda and disinformation.
Journalists do not suffer professional
consequences for spreading fake news unless they speak against the
government.

Panelists critiqued the government’s reaction to the 2022 cyberattacks
as well, agreeing that the government failed to communicate responsibly
and clearly after news of the hacking circulated in the media.

Ornela Liperi, editor-in-chief of Monitor magazine which specializes
in financial issues, noted that open data exists to facilitate fact-
checking, such as treasury transactions. This pool of data has improved
continuously, aided also by technological developments. Journalists
encounter obstacles, however, when requesting unpublished
information, which impedes fact-checking.

Content moderation remains an issue, especially considering the small
size of the Albanian market. Apart from Facebook’s effort to collaborate
with Faktoje.al, the first fact-checking service in Albania, attempts to
interrupt the flow false information on social media remain poor.

Indicator 3: The norm for information is that it is not intended
to harm.

Dissemination of intentionally harmful content by foreign governments


https://citizens-channel.com/2022/11/16/citizens-channel-prezanton-studimin-hartezimi-i-lajmeve-lokale/
https://citizens-channel.com/2022/11/16/citizens-channel-prezanton-studimin-hartezimi-i-lajmeve-lokale/
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is not considered a major problem. Rather than focusing on mal-
information, they tend to focus on propaganda, promotion of historical
connections, or disinformation.

Jetmira Kaci, a freelance journalist based in Tirana, noted that the
government, however, does not inform, but rather disseminates what
it wants the public to know, mainly through pre-packaged videos.
Press conferences are rare, and officials treat journalists disparagingly,
addressing them with offensive and derogatory language - thus limiting
space and opportunities for critical questions.

The misinterpretation of facts is an important issue, with panelists
citing examples like the war in Ukraine and its impact on prices.
Misinterpretation, rather than mal-information, dominates the
government’s narrative. Voko noted that in two cases the prime minister,
when confronted with dissemination of disinformation, apologized?.

Professional content producers and pundits seem to use hate speech,
especially towards vulnerable groups, women, the Roma, and
Egyptian communities, along with LGBTQ+ communities, according
to the panelists. Yet reporting of hate speech remains low. In 2022,
the Commissioner for the Protection against Discrimination reviewed
only six cases (four complaints and two ex officio cases brought by the
commissioner flagging the use of hate speech by television show guests -
including one who is a public figure - against a woman and a member
of the Roma minority). In the second case, the Commissioner found the
television station responsible for hate speech as well, given the failure to
take a critical stance against hate speech.?

Mal-information has been noted in cases that relate to issues protested
by civil society, an area in which the government has been quite vested.
Attacks against journalists and critical media continue. Voko also
emphasized that many outlets that disseminate mal-information want
to harm certain politicians—or create a positive image for others.

2 https://tiranapost.al/politike/rama-kerkon-ndjese-per-statusin-e-tij-ne-lidhje-me-
manhattanin-e-zagreb-i520259

3 Annual Report, Commissioner for the Protection against Discrimination. 2022. https://www.
kmd.al/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Raporti-KMD-2022 compressed.pdf
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Most media outlets in Albania do not have a written code of ethics, or
self-regulating mechanisms like a board of ethics. Still, there are no cases
of serious professional consequences at the political and professional
level of journalists or media who have been found at fault.

Indicator 4: The body of content overall is inclusive and
diverse.

There was no agreement among panelists on the inclusivity and diversity
of content. The national public service broadcaster, Albanian Radio
and Television, is seen as providing inclusive and diverse content for all
audiences, including minorities, with news editions in their languages
as well as sign language. Other outlets fail to provide inclusive content,
and mainstream media overlook minorities. Even in cases when
there is content produced for these minority groups, it is superficial.
Furthermore, the vast majority of private outlets do not include the
use of sign language in news broadcasts, which is a legal obligation
stemming from the law on audiovisual media. Geri Emiri, executive
director of Amfora.al, said that online media and social networks
are addressing this lack of representation, and communities are also
creating their own online platforms to disseminate relevant information.

Ideologies and points of view are not inclusive and diverse, as politics,
government affairs, criminal events, accidents, and entertainment
content tend to dominate media space while social and cultural issues
draw less coverage.

Media employees tend to be women, the panelists agreed; however,
the higher one climbs the hierarchy ladder there are fewer women,
with leadership positions predominantly occupied by men. Similarly,
men dominate spaces as guests on television shows discussing politics,
economics, and government, while women appear more in settings
exploring social and cultural topics.

Indicator 5: Content production is sufficiently resourced.

The panelists gave Indicator 5 their lowest scores for Principle 1, sharing
a pessimistic outlook for media financing and agreeing that low financial
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independence remains an important element holding back the growth
of media independence in the country. Albania’s media market does
not operate under a recognizable business model, with a few outlets
capturing almost 70 percent of the €50 million ($55.3 million) advertising
market, Liperi emphasized. Government advertising contracts generally
do not constitute meaningful amounts that lead to market distortions,
the panelists generally agreed, and the government does not offer
media subsidies. Nevertheless, most of the panelists mentioned a lack of
transparency regarding government advertising contracts.

Online portals rely on advertising, Klevin Muka, journalist and moderator
for Panorama TV, pointed out, and in many cases, these portals are
obliged by advertisers not to publish certain information. Social media
marketing has also contributed to a decrease in advertising revenue,
since many businesses decide to reach their customers through
international social media platforms such as Meta, Alphabet, and TikTok,
rather than to employ mainstream media advertising.

Journalists working for mainstream media generally receive fair
compensation, while those that work for online portals are poorly paid.
Delays in salary payments continue to be an issue overall in the country,
as is the level of informality surrounding labor contracts.

Local media outlets are heavily impacted by a lack of financial resources,
operating in an environment of advertising scarcity and depending
on local actors, while large companies take their advertising business
to national media. Furthermore, local media outlets undergoing the
digitalization process face high costs, which the government does not
cover. Local journalists, for their part, must take different jobs to make
a living. They face higher levels of uncertainty, especially regarding
working conditions and contractual uncertainties. Often, only a small
portion of an agreed-upon payment will be noted in a contract, with the
remaining sum paid out informally.

A positive development in the media financing landscape, albeit not
representative, is the financing of independent, high-quality articles by
NGOs, which allows journalism grant recipients to write about the topics

ALBANIA

they want, without an obligation to follow editorial lines driven by an
owner’s vested interests.

Somewhat

Highly Vibrant

Vibrant
Vibrancy Rating
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/\
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Although Albania’s legal framework ensures freedom of speech
and access to information, implementation remains highly flawed.
Governmental pressure on journalists, through legal means, remains
at low levels, but overall the panelists saw increased hostility towards
journalists.

For the most part, people in Albania have access to various information
channels, although marginalized groups may face barriers in accessing
online information.

The law regulates access to public information and transparency, but
proactive transparency in institutions remains inadequate. Journalists
and CSOs use mechanisms provided by the law, but there is no up-to-
date evidence of public awareness of their rights nor data on citizens’
access to government information.

Media ownership concentration persists, with transparency concerns
related to online portals and audiovisual media. Editorial independence
is lacking, with media outlets often aligned with owners’ political
and economic interests. Non-profit media, funded by international
organizations, show more independence in their reporting.

Panelists gave their highest scores for Principle 2 to Indicator 7, on the
adequacy of access to channels of information driven by technology.
Indicator 10, regarding the lack of independence of information
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channels, was scored the lowest due to owners’ political and
economic interests that push journalists to self-censorship. However,
panelists noted an exception in non-profit media, which is financed
by international organizations and which exhibit independence in the
pursuit of stories and how they report.

Indicator 6: People have rights to create, share, and consume
information.

Rights to create, share, and consume information exist on paper,
however, enforcement is highly flawed. While Albania’s constitution
guarantees freedom of speech and freedom of the press, the
implementation of these guarantees remains problematic, panelists
noted.

Government pressure on journalists remains at low levels, although
journalists are increasingly being sued

for defamation, a trend confirmed by the

Council of Europe.* No journalists, however,

were unlawfully detained in 2022. Pressure

on journalists also happens through

extralegal means, such as harassing phone

calls and hostile comments from public

officials. In practice, cases taken to courts are prolonged — and when
journalists report cases of harassment to the police and the prosecutor’s
office, they get dismissed, and there is a lack of capacity and willingness
to address online safety issues.

The panelists agreed overall that self-censorship by journalists to stay
within the bounds of the interests of owners and publishers, seriously
inhibits the exercise of freedom of the press. Those who resist self-
censorship risk ramifications from owners. The panelists have observed
an increasing hostility against journalists in Albania, stirred by

4 Annual Report by the Partner Organisations to the Council of
Europe Platform to Promote the Protection of Journalism and Safety of
Journalists, Council of Europe. 2023. https://rm.coe.int/prems-050623-
gbr-2519-annual-report-partner-organisations-to-the-safet/1680aace4d
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government officials publicly discrediting the media; some report that
they’ve experienced such treatment themselves.

“From the studies we have conducted, other forms of indirect
censorship, or pressure, have been identified. Although it is true that
in Albania journalists are not killed or imprisoned, there is a lack of an
enabling environment, and lack of safety, to exercise their profession
freely,” said Blerjana Bino, the Safe Journalists researcher for Albania.

In the aftermath of the cyberattacks on government IT infrastructure, a
series of sensitive documents were leaked to the public. In September
2022, following an attack on IT infrastructure of the Ministry of Interior,
and a subsequent leak of sensitive information, the Tirana Prosecutor’s
Office issued an order banning the release of the publication of any
data published by the cyberattack authors — raising concerns among
organizations working on media freedom, which called for Albanian
authorities to proceed with caution and
full consideration for journalistic freedoms
protected under both domestic and
international law.®

The Albanian government does not

pressure ICT providers to censor media.
Laws to protect the confidentiality of sources are in place and upheld,
with the protection of sources considered a professional secret.
However, journalists may be required to disclose their sources if a court
decision deems it necessary.

Indicator 7:
information.

People have adequate access to channels of

People in Albania have adequate access to channels of information.
The ICT infrastructure in place allows for adequate access of internet,
with 99.9 percent of individuals accessing internet through mobile

5  “Albania: Media must not face criminal prosecution for public interest reporting,” Independent
Journalists’ Association of Serbia. September 23, 2022. https://safejournalists.net/albania-
media-must-not-face-criminal-prosecution-for-public-interest-reporting /?fbclid=IwARQyj78zvu
OrGSvRFbRsg81eAKuOAKySvaQQB1CiclVZ355e2uN2UEiwsll
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or smart phones.® Albania’s ICT infrastructure extends throughout the
country. However, some panelists emphasized that barriers to accessing
information through ICT persist for certain populations, including
marginalized groups and people living in extreme poverty.

The ongoing digitalization of broadcasting services has not impacted
access to information in Albania, as there are mechanisms to subsidize
digital decoders for marginalized groups. Television and radio signals
are available countrywide, although Voko noted the low availability of
newspapers outside of the capital. Overall, in 2022, the panelists did
not identify any significant obstacles inhibiting Albanians’ access to
information channels.

Indicator 8: There are appropriate channels for government
information.

Albania has a law upholding the right to information; however, its lack of
proper implementation is a major issue in

the country. The law regulates two critical

aspects, as Voko emphasized: access to

public information and transparency,

which includes information made public

without a request, amounting to proactive

transparency. Institutions, as mandated

by law, have incorporated a transparency

subpage into their official websites that

lists the transparency program and a

contact person, but information remains at a formulaic level, according
to one of the panelists.

Journalists and CSOs use the mechanisms facilitated by the right to
information law, but up-to-date evidence on the knowledge and access
of the public to government information, as well as any complaints
on the right to information towards the Commissioner on the Right to
Information and Data Protection, are hard to find.

6  Survey on Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) usage in Households and
by Individuals in 2022, Institute of Statistics. January 16, 2023. https://www.instat.gov.al/
media/11169/ict-2022-english.pdf
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According to the panelists, the Media and Information Agency distorts
transparency and devalues the role of spokespeople. While the agency’s
mission is to “ensure transparency in terms of all policies, projects, and
activities of the Albanian Government”,” panelists expressed concerns
about this concentration and control of information--and ultimately
media and information freedom--in the country.

Indicator 9: There are diverse channels for information flow.

Panelists agreed that media ownership concentration, in the form
of family ownership, is a reality in the Albanian media landscape,
especially the audiovisual sphere, and raised two key points on media
transparency in the country. First, audiovisual media are legally
obliged to be transparent about ownership, but the mushrooming
online portals have no such obligations. Finding information on their
ownership is impossible at times. The second element relates to the
low quality of Albanian audiovisual media’s transparency efforts.
Panelists made a distinction between
the availability of ownership information
through government registers and outlets
exercising proactive transparency. Although
databases like the Commercial Register
and the Beneficial Ownership Register can
be used to find ownership information,
and are used by journalists, outlets should
proactively and transparently inform
people of their ownership so that citizens can make informed judgments
on the quality of information they receive and whether it is impacted by
the owner’s vested interests.

Online portals can be established freely. As of 2018, after a lengthy
process, all digital licenses had been allocated; two were awarded to the
public service broadcaster, and five to privately-owned media.

7  “Purpose & Mission,” Media and Information Agency, n.d., https://mia.gov.al/en/purpose-

mission/.
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The public service broadcaster caters to the needs of all Albanians, and
overall, it covers a variety of topics — although some panelists detect
partisanship in its editorial lines.

A novel element that emerged during the panel discussion involved
the infringement of net neutrality principles by telecommunication
companies which, to incentivize the use of certain social media
platforms, allow users to navigate these platforms without charge.
Although no data was available on this topic in 2022, one panelist is
researching this issue.

Indicator 10: Information channels are independent.

Information channels in Albania are not independent, driving the panel
to give this indicator the lowest scores of Principle 2. The panelists were
unanimous on the lack of editorial independence, noting that editorial
policies are typically aligned with owners’ political and economic
interests, with some exceptions such as non-profit media.

The panel identified two main elements that affect and distort the media
landscape and undermine editorial independence in the country: the
political and economic interests of owners, mandating editorial policies
to fit such interests; and influence buying, where the government
influences businesses to take their advertising business to certain
outlets in exchange for favorable coverage. The EC’s report on Albania
for 2022 reflects this reality too, stating, “High-profile business groups
have increased their economic penetration in the media market during
the reporting period. Media organizations and activists have continued
to raise concerns about the use of media channels to promote owners’
economic interests and political agendas.”®

The public service broadcaster is not fully independent in its editorial
policies. While its financing structure is mandated by law, including
state budget, tariffs, fees, Dervishi pointed out that the public service
broadcaster is not financed adequately. Overall, the panelists agreed
that the public service broadcaster does not have sole access to certain

8  Albania Report 2022, European Commission. October 12, 2022. https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022 en
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information, apart from exclusivity rights to broadcast parliamentary
sessions.

The panelists said that government regulatory bodies that oversee
frequencies allocation and licenses are not independent and politically
neutral, emphasizing that the head of the Audiovisual Media Authority is
the former spokesperson of the head of the government. Although the
selection of members of the Audiovisual Media Authority that took place
in 2022 was a bipartisan process, that did not ensure political neutrality,
according to the panelists and news reports such as “The Media
Committee selected 6 candidates for AMA membership,” published in
Reporter.al.

Not Vibrant

PRINCIPLE 3:
INFORMATION CONSUMPTION AND

N

Somewhat
Vibrant

Highly Vibrant

Vibrancy Rating

17

ENGAGEMENT

Strength of Evidence Rating
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VEELS Strong

/\

Strong

Panelists agreed that Albanian citizens typically are unable to distinguish
between good and low-quality news, and even less able to engage in
fact-checking. They also made the point that anti-media rhetoric and
its continuous delegitimization of journalism do not help strengthen
the importance of improving media and information literacy and
factchecking. Still, Albania has taken some positive steps towards
mainstreaming media and information literacy in basic curricula, thanks
to the support of international donors and CSOs. The accreditation of
a media education course for pre-university teachers marks another
positive development.

The highest-scored indicator for Principle 3 relates to community
media, since Albanian legislation recognizes outlets set up for religious
communities as community media. These four licensed radio community
outlets in Albania cater to the needs of the Bektashi, Christian, Orthodox,
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and Muslim communities. Panelists agreed that technology has
facilitated the setup of non-religious community media through online
portals, which cater to the Roma community and youth. Indicators 11
and 12, regarding the safe usage of the internet and media literacy, tied
for the lowest scores for Principle 3. Panelists noted that although there
are laws and regulations in place to ensure data and digital security,
implementation is faulty. Additionally, while there have been efforts to
improve media literacy levels, the current level is low, especially.

Indicator 11: People can safely use the internet due to privacy
protections and security tools.

The panel agreed that there are laws and regulations in place that aim
to ensure data privacy and digital security, but, as with other areas,
their implementation is highly flawed. In 2022, a new Law on Personal
Data Protection aimed at harmonizing Albanian legislation with the EU’s
General Data Protection Regulation, was under consultation. Panelists
noted that some courts tend to misuse the data protection law to limit
the public’s and media’s access to information, providing anonymized
decisions, for example, in cases of high public interest.

Media outlets demonstrate basic understanding and skills regarding
security, but the panelists drew a distinction between larger, better-
resourced outlets and smaller ones that
lack a proper IT department, equipment,
and understanding of digital security.
Online portals remain very vulnerable
to cybersecurity threats, as Erjon Curraj,
a digital transformation specialist,
confirmed, pointing to a low level of
investment in cybersecurity issues paired
with low awareness.

Although disaggregated data on attacks

on media outlets is hard to find, Albania’s State Police reported 504
cybercrimes during 2022, as reported by the Ministry of Internal Affairs.
To illustrate the cybersecurity situation in Albania, panelists mentioned
the cyberattack on the National Agency for Information Society and
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other government IT infrastructure, which impacted government
websites and online public service delivery. The attack was followed
by leaks of enormous files of information of Albanian citizens’ and
institutions, including classified information.

Some organizations, such as the British Council-led Media for All, have
offered digital security trainings; however, the number of trainings, in the
panel’s assessment, remains low.

Furthermore, the panelists felt that Albanian citizens have a low
level of digital skills and digital literacy overall, as well as low
awareness of the use algorithms to drive social media, although
there is a dearth of updated data for 2022 to confirm that impression.

Indicator 12: People have the necessary skills and tools to be
media literate.

Albania has taken some positive steps to advance media and information
literacy programs. Pre-university pupils receive an introduction to media
and information literacy concepts; however, the panelists considered
these efforts fairly basic. Nevertheless, the government is taking
positive steps towards mainstreaming media and information literacy
in basic curricula, thanks to the support
of international organizations and CSOs.
The accreditation of the media education
course for pre-university teachers marks
another positive development; a pilot
of the curriculum - implemented by
the Albania Media Institute with EU and
UNESCO support - wrapped up in 2022,
reaching 20 schools in all. With funding
from the U.S. Embassy in Albania, IREX
also has offered a series of media and
information literacy aimed at pre-university teachers — an approach
deemed important given the level of impact and reach teachers have in
their classrooms.
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Media literacy levels remain especially low among older generations,
the panelists noted. Citizens show poor ability to distinguish between
good and low-quality news, and they are even less equipped to fact-
checking news and information they consume. The Bulgaria-based Open
Society Institute Sofia’s report How It Started, How It is Going: Media
Literacy Index 2022 placed Albania 37th out of the 41 European countries
studied. Also, panelists made the point that the anti-media rhetoric
and its continuous delegitimization of the press do not help the case of
strengthening media and information literacy, as well as fact-checking.
Furthermore, there is no evidence on how and to what extent citizens
use fact-checking or debunking tools or websites.

Indicator 13: People engage productively with the information
that is available to them.

Panelists believed that journalists and “ Citizens show poor ability to
distinguish between good and
low-quality news, and they are
even less equipped to
fact-checking news and
information they consume.

CSOs use their right to access public
information, however, the response rate
from institutions is low. Indeed, for 2022,
the Commissioner on Data Protection
and Freedom of Information reports 1032
complaints against public institutions,
central and local, for failure to provide
access to public information, 44 percent of
which are from journalists, and 33 percent from citizens, according to the
Commissioner on Data Protection and Freedom of Information Annual
Report of that year.

Panelists noted that journalists, apart from not receiving answers to
their requests for information, often face repercussions in the form
of harassment for requesting certain information. The leakage of
information on requests submitted by journalists might also inhibit
further requests for information. One panelist mentioned that many
institutions take the decisions of the Commissioner on Data Protection
and Freedom of Information to the courts; however, the courts are
overwhelmed, and the process takes too long — and thus public interest
wanes.

Vibrant Information Barometer

Mechanisms that foster public debate and discussion are in place,
both in person and virtual. However, the outcome of these processes is
irrelevant. Although there is no data on participation, and public debate
platforms, panelists agree that they are typically perfunctory. Television
debates are subject to a certain agenda in most cases. There is no data
on the reporting disinformation, and reporting hate speech remains low.

Indicator 14: Media and information producers engage with
their audience’s needs.

The panelists generally agreed that media and content producers do
not engage qualitatively in understanding audience needs and interests.
There is an overall tendency to run after clicks among outlets, often
sacrificing audience needs and content quality, as demonstrated by
mass-produced reality shows and television
debate programs.

There is no widely accepted audience
measurement tool in the country for
audiovisual media, whereas online portals
can measure audience through metrics
facilitated by technology. Curraj felt that
there is a lack of knowledge on how to use
technology-enabled tools to understand
the needs of the audience, regarding programming timeframes, content,
etc.

Collaboration between media and CSOs is not common, but when it
has happened it has been successful — in the environmental field, for
example. Although media and CSOs supposedly share goals, they are
sometimes reluctant to collaborate.

Indicator 15: Community media provides information relevant
for community engagement.

Albanian law recognizes community media--more specifically audio
transmissions for the community--as non-for-profit organizations,
either public or private, that work toward the social development of the
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community and serve their interests. Community media have access to
no-cost licenses. Panelists made a distinction between the provisions
of Albanian law and UNESCO’s definition that the VIBE methodology
uses. There are currently four licensed community radio outlets in
Albania, catering the needs of Bektashi, Christian, Orthodox, and Muslim
communities.

Outside of these religious community radio stations, the overall
community media landscape in Albania remains rather bleak.
Panelists agree there is a low number of community media in Albania,
although they are highly important to the communities they represent.
Technology, perhaps, presents an opportunity, as it has facilitated the
setup of community media through online portals. Panelists agree that
community media, such as those catering to the Roma community and
youth, do not tend to spread disinformation or misinformation, and
focus mostly on coverage of social, cultural, and local issues.

Not Vibrant

PRINCIPLE 4:
TRANSFORMATIVE ACTION

Strength of Evidence Rating

Somewhat Somewhat
Weak Nigelale]

Somewhat

Vibrant Highly Vibrant

Vibrancy Rating

Strong

/\

Panelists noted that nonpartisan news and information sources are in
the minority and reach limited audiences, while people tend to seek
out information that confirms their beliefs and remain within their
information bubbles — making it difficult for people to shape their
views and opinions based on quality information. The civil society
sector, however, does use quality information, the panelists felt, and
they awarded the highest scores to the related indicator. The panelists
agreed that there is a mutually low level of trust between CSOs and the
media, while recognizing the importance of such collaboration. Panelists
mentioned that CSOs contribute to decision making processes, however,
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there is no evidence of the impact of these contributions.

The low scores for Indicator 19, in contrast, reflect the government’s
poor use of quality information to make public policy decisions. Instead,
a culture of propaganda and intolerance for critical voices prevails.

Indicator 16: Information producers and distribution channels
enable or encourage information sharing across ideological
lines.

Nonpartisan news and information sources do exist; however, they
are in the minority and do not have extensive audiences; in fact, those
that produce quality journalism have a small audience, according to
one panelist. The panel provided empirical evidence, due to the lack of
research-based data, highlighting that people in Albania tend to seek
out information sources that confirm their beliefs — preferring to stay
cocooned in their information bubbles, whether on social media or other
platforms.

“On social media interaction, in TV debates, and in other media spaces,
there is a lot of unethical language, lack of tolerance for different
opinions and polarization,” Bino noted, adding that there does not seem
to be a well-organized or systematic effort, or a culture of knowledge and
information based on facts.

There is no evidence that opinions and perspectives are shaped by fact-
based information, and primary sources of information are low quality
sources. Such opinions are shaped also by panelists’ observations of
social media interactions.

Indicator 17: Individuals use quality information to inform
their actions.

Given the lack of editorial independence in the current media
environment, it is difficult for people to shape views and opinions based
on quality reporting. Furthermore, people tend to be pushed towards
certain opinions by family members, and in local settings in particular,
people sometimes confront local officials with information they have
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collected themselves, one of the panelists commented. Panelists
emphasize that many people cannot distinguish between propaganda,
which at times acts as disinformation, and news. However, it should
be noted that these claims are based on
empirical evidence.

People also fall victim to misinformation
regarding health decisions, such as
supplements or cure-all medicines that
are heavily advertised in the media. Although in some cases these
supplements do not have direct health effects - helpful or harmful - they
cost people financially and could undermine trust in media.

Indicator 18: Civil society uses quality information to improve
communities.

The majority of CSOs rely on quality information when setting their
mission, objectives, and programs, but the panelists had no evidence of
efforts by CSOs to reduce misinformation or mal-information. However,
they said that CSOs rely on international organizations’ reports, state
audit reports, and other evidence-based information. It can be argued
that, while they do not disseminate mis- and mal-information, their
evidence-based example might contribute to reducing its spread. CSOs
contribute to decision-making processes, however, there is no evidence
of the impact of such contributions. As
one of the panelists mentioned, decision-
making is arbitrary, and laws are prepared
by institutions, leaving little to no space
for actual contributions from other non-
institutional actors.

Similarly, the 2022 EC Country Report 2022 corruption.

on Albania emphasized that cooperation

between civil society and the government needs to be strengthened to
ensure meaningful participation of CSOs in decision-making processes,
including EU accession negotiations.

The panelists acknowledged the importance of collaboration between

& & The lack of trust between CSOs
and the media keeps collaborative
work at a low level.

&b 1he government engages in
disinformation to bury critical
media investigations, and there is
a lack of reaction to cases of
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media and civil society. Additionally, CSOs approach media for
collaboration, according to one panelist, and media outlets sometimes
offer space to well-established organizations on topics they find of
interest. The panelists agreed that while
such partnerships are important but
reinforced that the lack of trust between
CSOs and the media keeps collaborative
work at a low level.

Indicator 19: Government uses quality information to make
public policy decisions.

The panelists strongly disagreed that the government uses quality
information to make public policy decisions; accordingly, they gave
this indicator the lowest score in Principle 4. Mechanisms to engage
and foster dialogue between the government and CSOs and the media
are outdated, and when used, they tend to spread propaganda, the
panelists believed. Press conferences serve as platforms for officials to
read statements, and feedback or interaction with journalists is limited.
Government officials employ their own channels of communication,
and media outlets are presented with ready-made and government-
produced content to be disseminated. The national consultation
platform used by the government to seek opinions of citizens across a
series of topics seems to be used instead as tool to justify their decisions.

The government engages in disinformation
to bury critical media investigations,
and there is a lack of reaction to cases of
corruption.

The panelists were unanimous about the

state of public discourse, which they feel is

not based on evidence and facts, but rather
on propaganda, and clouded by officials attacking critical voices among
CSOs and the media. “Misinformation from political parties and public
officials continuously affects public discourse,” says Besar Likmeta,
editor-in-chief of Reporter.al.
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There seems to be a lack of due diligence on the part of officials
when quoting or disseminating problematic articles that justify their
narratives. However, panelists mentioned that government officials do
quote, at times, articles from quality media outlets, but that seems to
happen only to attack political rivals.

Indicator 20: Information supports good governance and
democratic rights.

The panelists agreed overall that the government reaction to reporting of
corruption is inadequate. They emphasized that in cases where reporting
exposes corruption, typically a few scapegoats are held accountable,
rather than the main perpetrators. One panelist noted that in some cases
suspensions and disciplinary measures do occur, mainly for low-ranking
officials, but reaction in general is weak. Some panelists also lamented
the lack of motivation and reaction from justice institutions. Dervishi
pointed out that even in cases buttressed by high-quality evidence of
wrongdoing, officials attempt to construct a different narrative.

One of the panelists said that in certain cases, such as elder abuse,
public sensitivity might help stir a swift reaction — unlike cases of
abuse towards other vulnerable groups, such as the Roma and Egyptian
communities, or members of the LGBTQ+ community. Another panelist
corroborated this by pointing out numerous cases involving low-level
officials mistreating marginalized groups with little to no consequences.
Public institutions seem to respond more to public emotion than to the
severity of issues.

Although 2022 was not an election year, the panelists noted that during
elections there is no major impact since most information stems from
public election offices, rather than reports by journalists.

ALBANIA
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Kristina Voko, executive director, BIRN Albania, Tirana
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Highly Vibrant (31-40): Quality information
is widely available in this country. People
have the rights, means, and capacity to ac-
cess a wide range of information; they rec-
ognize and reject misinformation.

Somewhat Vibrant (21-30): Quality infor-
mation is available in this country and most
of it is editorially independent, based on
facts, and not intended to harm. Most peo-
ple have the rights, means, and capacity
to access a wide range of information, al-
though some do not. Most people recognize
and reject misinformation, although some
do not.

Slightly Vibrant (11-20): Quality informa-
tion is available on a few topics or geogra-
phies in this country, but not all. While some
information is editorially independent,
there is still a significant amount of misinfor-
mation, malinformation, and hate speech
in circulation, and it does influence public
discourse. Most people do not recognize or
reject misinformation.

Not Vibrant (0-10): Quality information is
extremely limited in this country. The vast
majority of it is not editorially independent,
not based on facts, or it is intended to harm.
People do not have the rights, means, or ca-
pacity to access a wide range of information;
they do not recognize or reject misinforma-
tion; and they cannot or do not make choic-
es on what types of information they want
to engage with.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina (B&H) became a candidate for
membership in the European Union in December 2022,
despite a lack of improvement in terms of freedom
of expression and the media, which were among the
priorities the European Commission set for the country in
2019.

General elections were held in October 2022 amid local,
regional, and global crises, changes in the election law,
and accusations of election fraud. Opposition parties in
the Republika Srpska (RS), the Serb-dominated part of
Bosnia, contested the preliminary results and accused the
leading Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD)
of fraud. A recount for the positions of president and vice
presidents of the RS confirmed the victory of the SNSD
candidate, Milorad Dodik.

The international community’s overseer, High
Representative Christian Schmidt, imposed amendments
to the election law, to restore the integrity of the electoral
process and to prevent parties from blocking the
formation of a government in B&H’s largely Bosniak and
Croat entity, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina
(FB&H). His interventions, unpopular with Bosniak
and Serb politicians, did not stop a plethora of election
irregularities. As a result, the process of forming a
government at the federation level has been very slow.
The election results confirmed the dominance of ethno-
national parties, while highlighting all the shortcomings
of the electoral process. What came out of the elections
is the relegation of the leading Bosniak party, Party of
Democratic Action (SDA), to the opposition at the national
level. Although the SDA candidate lost a bid for the
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presidency, the Croatian Democratic Union of B&H and
the Serb-led SNSD retain a strong grip on power.

The media in 2022 was riddled with biased reporting.
Mainstream outlets and anonymous online portals served
as mouthpieces for political parties, discrediting political
opponents over the course of the elections. The year was
marred by physical and verbal attacks on journalists,
outdated legal proposals to set back media freedoms,
and political pressures on the media--noticeable even in
the actions of the Communications Regulatory Agency
(CRA). A contact person for journalists was established in
the local prosecutor’s office in Sarajevo, and the Sarajevo
canton government adopted a strategy to make media
and information literacy part of formal education.

The overall score for the media and information sector
is higher than in last year’s VIBE report, thanks in part to
the gradual stabilization of the media market from the
consequences of the pandemic, and some improvements
in media and information literacy. However, in 2022 there
was no improvement in media freedoms and freedom
of expression. Opaque, arbitrary media financing and
ownership remain the biggest issues.
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The media and information environment in 2022 in B&H suffered from
polarized reporting on the war in Ukraine and biased content that
promoted or denigrated parties and candidates in the general elections.
Anonymous websites, waging campaigns to discredit certain political
candidates, were specifically problematic. However, disinformation also
came from government sources, mainstream media, and the Russian
Embassy. Professional consequences for spreading disinformation and
harmful content are minimal, and the media still work under substantial
political influence. The media market has slightly recovered from the
COVID-19 pandemic, but content producers still lack enough money to
do quality work. Panelists gave resources for content production their
lowest mark (13) while both the quality of information and inclusive
content indicators fared better, with scores of 21 each.

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available

Though infrastructure for the production of diverse content has been
improving, panelists said it had still not resulted in more professional
and diverse media content in B&H. Television is still the most
important source of information for the general audience, but its
popularity has been declining. Digital platforms are attracting larger
audiences, especially among young people, and panelists agree that
producers should adapt their content for digital platforms. Production
infrastructure is insufficiently used, and the lack of adequate training of
content producers is visible in the quality of media content, including in
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television. Journalists and other producers often do not take advantage
of opportunities to learn new digital tools and trends to create more
modern, high-quality content to attract younger audiences.

The election process and the war in Ukraine spurred even more biased
reporting, disinformation, and smear campaigns in the media, especially
online. Azra Maslo, programs standards coordinator at the CRA, said the
regulator did not register major breaches of the election law in television
and radio stations’ campaign reporting.

Monitoring by Mediacentar Sarajevo of harmful online content, however,
reported biased reporting and detected the strong influence of the
leading political parties on the media, during the election period. Its
monitoring also found instances of journalists copying and pasting
politicians’ incendiary speeches for propaganda or financial purposes,
heedless of the impact such inflammatory language can have on a
divided, post-conflict society.* According to Semir Hambo, editor-in-
chief of the Klix.ba news website, anonymous portals that disseminate
content that flouts professional journalistic standards have been
especially problematic. Easy to launch, they avoid accountability by
publishing no names of their editorial staff or contact information. One
study found that of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 600-plus online news
media, only 27 percent post full information about the names and
surnames of their editorial team? The propaganda and disinformation
that many published during the campaign suggests they are not
independent. Even though some journalists hold government actors
accountable by fairly reporting on their words and actions, many just
publish their words and information on their actions without any
critique.

In the past three years, radio and televisions stations have repeatedly
violated rules guaranteeing the right to reply by someone who has
been the subject of incomplete or inaccurate reporting, according to

1 Buljubasi¢, Belma and Sokol, Anida. “Sirenje mrznje i ratnohuskacka retorika pred Opce
izbore”, Media.ba. (2022). https://media.ba/bs/magazin-novinarstvo/sirenje-mrznje-i-
ratnohuskacka-retorika-pred-opc-izbore-2022

2 CPCD. (2021). Mapiranje medijskih web portala u B&H. https://civilnodrustvo.ba/wp-content/
uploads/2021/06/Istrazivanje Mapiranje-medijskih-web-portala-u-B&H-1 compressed.pdf
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the CRA. Other violations in 2022 concerned the protection of minors
from potentially harmful and inappropriate content. Some political
candidates used children in their campaign ads, prompting the CRA
to remind broadcasters that using minors for political promotion
is prohibited, after which these parts were removed. Maida Bahto
Kestendzi¢, project coordinator at the Press and Online Media Council
B&H, said that despite numerous difficulties
and challenges, both abroad, such as
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and at
home, such as the financial crisis, general
elections, and the country’s unstable
politics, media in B&H still produce decent
content.

Content creators try to cover many important topics, but they often
have limited funds, ethno-national and political divisions, and a
dearth of quality interlocutors and data. Reporting, especially in online
media, often lacks diverse sources and information to explain complex
topics to the audience. The overall body of content includes local,
national, regional, and international news, but often lacks context and
explanation, especially in relation to international news.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that content is based
on facts

Although a code of conduct by the BH Journalists Association obliges
journalists to check information, inaccurate and unverified news,
conspiracy theories, and disinformation have flourished during the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Tijana Cvjeticanin, editor of the fact-
checking platform Raskrinkavanje, said domestic media often copy and
paste news about the war in Ukraine from Serbia, without additional
checks. Media also published misleading content during the campaign
for the general elections, mainly to promote or discredit certain parties
and candidates.

Leading figures of the SNSD in the Republika Srpska aimed to paint the
opposition candidate for president there, Jelena Trivi¢, as a “foreign
agent” by pushing disinformation that she had received $10 million

& & The clection process and the war
in Ukraine spurred even more
biased reporting, disinformation,
and smear campaigns in the
media, especially online.
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for her campaign from the United States. Accompanied by a falsified
document, the claim was first published by an anonymous online outlet
and later was copy-pasted by mainstream media, including the public
service broadcaster of the Republika Srpska, RTRS. It was denied by the
U.S. Embassy in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Trivi¢ lost the election to SNSD
leader Milorad Dodik. Journalists rarely point out disinformation when it
is disseminated by government officials but
mostly just publish it unquestioningly.

Berislav Juri¢, editor-in-chief of the
Bljesak.info website in Mostar, said that
city’s government has repeatedly spread
disinformation. For example, in 2022 the
mayor announced the start of construction
on an Olympic-size swimming pool, but months later work still had not
begun. The project was a promise from city officials after a 16-year-old
from Mostar won gold and bronze medals at the European Aquatics
Championships, even though her city had no Olympic-size swimming
pool. Panelists agreed that media and government officials who spread
disinformation face few consequences, as demonstrated by the election
results. The Press and Online Media Council can publish decisions
regarding breaches of the press and online media code, but it cannot
levy fines. The CRA, on the other hand, can fine broadcasters for violating
its rules, but rarely does so. Reports have shown that the regulator
has failed repeatedly to sanction biased reporting and disinformation,
particularly by public-service broadcaster RTRS.? The agency’s director,
Drasko Milinovi¢, is a former director of RTRS, which is close to the SNSD
political party.

There are also no professional sanctions that would lead to a decrease
in credibility or readership. Content creators lack established
procedures, tools, and employees for fact-checking. When the fact-
checking organization Raskrinkavanje designates online content
as disinformation, Facebook makes it significantly less visible, and
therefore it is less lucrative for the online media that post it. Cvjeti¢anin,

3 Bubonji¢, Mladen. “Otkako je bivsi direktor RTRS na poziciji direktora RAK, nema objavljenih
kazni za RTRS”, Media.ba. 2022. https://www.media.ba/bs/magazin-novinarstvo/otkako-je-
bivsi-direktor-rtrs-na-mjestu-direktora-rak-nema-objavljenih-kazni-za
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the Raskrinkavanje editor, claimed media organizations have started
correcting mistakes, if only to better monetize their content rather than
to preserve their credibility or serve the public interest. With search
engines favoring sensationalism over professionally produced content,
it can be difficult for online media to adhere to professional standards.
“One way forward”, Cvjeti¢anin said, “is to pressure social media
platforms and search engines into giving priority to professional media
reporting”. She predicted that a new code of conduct on disinformation,
developed by media, information, and civil society organizations across
the EU, would be expanded to include the western Balkans.

Indicator 3: The norm for information is that it is not intended
to harm

B&H has frameworks for countering harmful content such as hate
speech, denials of war crimes and glorification of war criminals, and
threats, attacks, and smear campaigns against individuals. However,
they are scattered among different laws,
regulations, and self-policing mechanisms,
are not entirely aligned with international
standards, and are implemented
inconsistently, particularly for online
media.*

During the campaign season, political parties, anonymous portals, and
sometimes mainstream media associated with political parties put
out content intended to hobble the election process, candidates, or
even state institutions. Mediacentar Sarajevo’s monitoring witnessed
many campaigns to discredit candidates and even the Central Election
Commission.® For example, female candidates faced gender-based
attacks, including references to their hairstyles or alleged sexual affairs
with their colleagues, while the work of the Central Election Commission

4 Sokol, Anida; Calovi¢, Maja. Regulation of Harmful Content Online: Between Freedom of
Expression and Harms to Democracy. 2022. Mediacentar Sarajevo. https://media.ba/sites/
default/files/eng regulacija_stetnog sadrzaja na_internetu - web pages 1.pdf

5  Ljevak, Kristina.“Rodni stereotipi u sluzbi paterijarhata”. Media.ba. (2022). https://media.
ba/bs/magazin-novinarstvo/rodni-stereotipi-o-kandidatkinjama-anonimni-portali-u-sluzbi-
patrijarhata

66 Reporting, especially in online
media, often lacks diverse sources
and information to explain
complex topics to the audience.
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was often questioned without evidence. Candidates were accused
of being foreign agents, working with foreign states and international
organizations. In addition, campaigns and speeches pushed one-sided
interpretations of wartime events, used victims to sway voters, incited
their followers against other ethno-national groups, denied war crimes,
and glorified war criminals. A report by the Srebrenica Memorial Center
counted 693 instances of genocide denial from May 2021 through April
2022 in media in B&H and neighboring countries. Virtually all of the 176
counted in B&H happened in the Republika Srpska.®

Milanka Kovacevi¢, editor of the Direkt portal, said most foreign
embassies do not spread harmful content. A notable exception is the
Russian Embassy, which posts disinformation and propaganda on
its social media pages. “Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, its
announcements from Russian government agencies, and its reactions to
B&H’s political process, have been full of disinformation and misleading
assertions”, Cvjeticanin said, “such as that biolaboratories were turning
out weapons to target Russian DNA, a
canard later spread by the media.”

Russia’s influence in the country is also
evident in the polarization of reporting
on the war in Ukraine. While media in
the Federation cover it as an invasion of
a sovereign state, media in the Russia-aligned Republika Srpska use
the Kremlin’s preferred formulation, special military operation. RTRS
has aired almost daily reports in line with Russian propaganda from
correspondents from the Donbass region or from the self-proclaimed
Donetsk People’s Republic. The Russian news agency Sputnik also has
been a source of disinformation, claiming, for example, that Russia
managed to prevent a third world war.’

Bahto Kestendzic¢, of the Press and Online Media Council, said her

6 lzvjestaj negiranja genocida u Srebrenici. (2022). Srebrenica Memorial Center. https://
srebrenicamemorial.org/assets/photos/editor/ mcs_izvjestaj BOS 2022 FINAL ko.71.pdf

7  Sijah, Dalio.“Ruski uticaj na medije: Osvrt na dezinformacije iz Rusije”, Media.ba. (2023). https://
media.ba/bs/magazin-novinarstvo/ruski-uticaj-na-medije-u-bih-osvrt-na-dezinformacije-iz-
ukrajine
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group’s pre-election monitoring found that only 7 percent of user-
generated content contained elements of hate speech, a decline from
previous studies, which the council attributed to better comment
moderation by online media.

Still, the representative of the CRA said the online sphere needs
tighter regulation, especially of the most harmful content, including
discriminatory and hate speech, and content that endangers public
order and peace or threatens the well-being of minors. In 2022, the
Council of Europe mapped regulatory approaches across Europe
to countering harmful online content to come up with a list of
recommendations. The CRA representative said co-regulation seems
the only possible solution to harmful online content. In addition to
RTRS, other public media, such as the Srpska Republika News Agency,
disseminate problematic content with no professional consequences.

Indicator 4: The body of content overall is inclusive and diverse

The media in B&H report on marginalized groups occasionally, without
context and consistency, mainly to mark certain anniversaries or special
events. Kovacevi¢, of the Direkt portal, said reporting on marginalized
groups is often part of donor-supported projects. Only specialized media
report on minority groups, even though panelists agreed that the main
responsibility for such coverage rests with public service broadcasters.
Specifically, the CRA requires them to broadcast programs intended
for members of national minorities for at least one hour per week and,
according to its representative, their compliance will be monitored.

There are also no programs that use the languages of national minorities
or aim to promote their cultures. The Roma, as the largest national
minority, for example, do not have a program in their own language,
and issues that affect them are covered only by specialized portals that
publish some content in Romani, such as the Newipe internet portal.
Public service broadcasters adapted some content for hearing-impaired
people during the pandemic. Tamara Curuvija, an editor at RTRS, said
the broadcaster is trying to produce more such content, as the country
tries to align its requirements with EU regulations.
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During 2022, the media produced lurid coverage of cases of femicide in
B&H, describing them as crimes of passion or incidents. They avoided
the term “femicide” and ignored the victims while focusing on the
perpetrators, their pasts, or even their military decorations. The panelists
said there is no exchange of opinions about certain topics, especially
ethno-national ideologies or interpretations of wartime events.

Women still hold fewer managerial positions than men in the media,
but there has been a 5 percent increase in the number of female
directors of radio and television stations. According to the CRA, 31
percent of directors and 41 percent of editors of radio and television
stations in B&H are women. There are no data on the gender balance
among nonprofessional content producers, but anecdotal information
suggests that, depending on the topic, many online influencers are
women. Minority groups, however, are also largely excluded from
nonprofessional content production.

Indicator 5: Content production is sufficiently resourced

Professional content producers in B&H lack the funds to create quality
content or sometimes even to function. In an October 2022 report
on B&H’s progress toward eventual EU candidacy, the European
Commission warned that the state public broadcaster was in serious
danger of closing. Years of being denied stable funding had left
Radiotelevision of B&H (BHRT) unable to pay salaries and suppliers,
and with an overdue tax bill of €9 million ($9.76 million), for which the
tax office blocked its accounts in March and April 2022. Most content
producers, especially public service broadcasters, cannot afford to use
international news agencies, to have correspondents abroad, or to send
teams to certain conflict zones, nor can they afford subscriptions for
news services, with access to quality photo and video content; according
to Mediacentar director Boro Konti¢. Even so, most media have not
tried to develop alternative methods of finance, such as crowdfunding
campaigns.

Media funding from public budgets at all levels of government is still
opaque and often serves as a mechanism for political influence. There
are no relevant recent studies of how much public money is allocated
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to the media in B&H. According to Transparency International, political
parties, whose revenues come mainly from public budgets, spent almost
€6 million ($6.5 million) for promotional campaigns that included social
networks and the media in the run-up to the elections. The largest
political parties, such as the Serbs’ SNSD and the Bosniaks’ SDA, spent
the most on political promotion, according to research published in
Transparento.ba

The Fabrika advertising agency estimated that B&H’s advertising market
was worth about €40 million ($43.36 million) in 2022, showing an
increase from the previous year. However, marketing experts attribute
it to inflation rather than a market recovery. Media in B&H operate in an
oversaturated market where they also compete with regional television
stations, especially from Serbia and Croatia, social networks, and online
on-demand platforms. Even though research on social media companies’
share of the digital market has not been conducted in B&H, data from
neighboring countries suggest that it could be substantial. Senad
Zaimovic, director of the Fabrika agency, said companies sometimes
find it more efficient and cheaper to advertise on these platforms than
to buy space in local media. Only a few commercial media are sustained
by advertising revenue, while others have to find other sources, such as
public budgets or grants.

According to the progress report of the European Commission,
journalism in Bosnia and Herzegovina is an insecure and precarious
profession. Especially in local media, the salaries of journalists are
lower than the average salary in the country. Borka Rudi¢, the general
secretary of the BH Journalists Association, claimed some media have
downgraded some editorial positions and reduced their salaries. Mladen
Bubonji¢, the editor of Gerila.info and a journalism professor, said
journalists have to take multiple jobs to make a living, which impacts the
quality of media content.
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Attempts in the Republika Srpska to pass laws that would prevent
disinformation, criminalize defamation, and widen the definition of
criminal offenses against the constitutional order could further curb
media freedoms and freedom of expression, panelists warned. The
country’s Freedom of Information Act is still not fully implemented, and
journalists struggle to get information. Many media outlets are under
political influence, and the political dependence of the CRA remains one
of the most problematic issues in the media industry. Panelists gave
their lowest score to the independence of information channels but gave
higher scores to other indicators, such as access to information.

Indicator 6: People have rights to create, share, and consume
information

Freedom of expression is guaranteed by the constitution of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and the constitutions of Federation and the Republika
Srpska. The national constitution also requires the state and both
entities to ensure the highest level of internationally recognized human
rights. B&H is a signatory of the European Convention for the Protection
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, which takes precedence
over other laws. The government does not pressure providers of
information and communications technology to censor media, but
threats to the freedom of expression, including self-censorship are
widespread. In 2022, there were attempts to introduce harsher measures
against disinformation and hate speech that could further limit the free
exchange of opinions.
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In October 2022, the president of the Republika Srpska, Milorad Dodik,
asked the Ministry of Justice of the RS to prepare new laws for preventing
disinformation and hate speech, criminalizing defamation, and
expanding the range of criminal offenses against the constitutional order
in RS. Dodik claimed he was acting in line with European standards,
even though, for example, the European Court of Human Rights has
repeatedly ruled that prison sentences are not appropriate in cases
of defamation, while the UN’s point person on free speech has argued
that the prohibition of disinformation is not a legitimate goal in itself.
Journalists’ associations and civil society organizations protested that
the proposals represent an unacceptable limitation of media freedoms
and freedom of expression. In addition,

several national ministries have been

working to draft a law against online hate

speech, that civil society activists warned

could restrict freedom of expression if done

badly.

Defamation was decriminalized more than 20 years ago in B&H, but
defamation lawsuits are widely used to intimidate journalists. The
Free Media Helpline of the BH Journalists Association counted 289
active defamation suits against journalists in July 2020. An analysis by
the OSCE mission in B&H of around 1,000 defamation lawsuits against
journalists from 2016 to 2019 found that 70 percent were filed by
politicians or government officials over content of public interest, such
as stories on nepotism, corruption, or their involvement in war crimes.®
There are laws that protect confidentiality of sources, but they are not
applied fairly.

In deciding which broadcasters to sanction, the CRA seems to act in the
interest of Dodik’s SNSD party. In October 2022, Milinovi¢, the agency
director, said the CRA would levy a stiff fine against the FACE TV channel,
before any investigation or proceedings by the CRA, after he said FACE
TV owner and editor Senad Hadzifejzovi¢ had tried to incite violence

8  UN Report. The Safety of Journalists and Access to Information in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
https://bosniaherzegovina.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/Report%20-%20Safety%20
0f%20journalists%20and%20access%20to%20information%20in%20Bosnia%20and%20
Herzegovina%20-%20ENG.pdf
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by asking a guest if Dodik should be killed. In response, Hadzifejzovi¢
released video of the interview at issue, in which he said he asked the
guest if Dodik should be pacified, not killed. The CRA launched an
abortive investigation after Milinovi¢ announced the fine, but the video
was inconclusive. Still, in February 2023, the CRA punished FACE TV for
violating generally accepted standards of decency. The BH Journalists
Association accused Milinovi¢, who formerly ran the Republika Srpska’s
public broadcaster, of politicizing the case and abusing his position.

In 2022, journalists in B&H suffered 79 attacks and other violations,
including one physical assault, seven death threats, and 12 verbal
threats, according to the journalists
association. Zoran Cegar was suspended
as chief of the uniformed police in the
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina
after threatening to rip out the throat of a
reporter from the Center for Investigative
Journalism as he was leaving a court in
Dubrovnik, where he was on trial for fraud.® The center had reported on
his illegal property acquisitions.

Besides legal ramifications, there are other types of retribution for
speaking or writing about controversial or sensitive topics. Panelists
noted increasingly frequent requests from individuals or their lawyers
to delete articles, even with no legal basis. Pressure on the media from
certain politicians also comes through social networks, according
to Klix.ba editor Hambo. Politicians opt not to send denials to the
media but rather to target editors and journalists by name on social
networks, calling them liars. In addition, Jasmin Mulahusi¢, affiliated
with the leading Bosniak political party, has used his Facebook page
to attack journalists. At the close of 2022, he had been under criminal
investigation for more than a year on suspicion of inciting national,
racial, and religious hatred, discord, and intolerance.

9  Center for Investigative Reporting, “The Double Life of Officer Cegar,” October 24, 2022. https://
cin.ba/en/the-double-life-of-officer-cegar/
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The appointment of a contact person for journalists in the prosecutor’s
office of the Sarajevo canton in 2022 was the first concrete step toward
more effective protection against, and response to, attacks and threats
towards journalists there. In mid-2022, the lower house of the Bosnian
legislature voted to treat attacks on journalists as a distinct criminal
offense, but the country’s government has yet to take up the measure by
the end of the year.

Indicator 7: People have adequate access to channels of
information

Most people in B&H have access to information channels, including
radio, television, newspapers or magazines, and digital or social media,
but the technological infrastructure is not adapted to the needs of
people with disabilities. No social norms

preclude any groups from accessing

information, and the government does not

arbitrarily cut off access to information and

communications technologies to certain

content producers or users. Panelists

said access to communication channels

is hampered by poor infrastructure

and poverty. Some people in rural areas lack access to traditional
communication channels because they cannot pay for the services of
cable operators, and television signals are not available in all parts of the
country.

According to CRA data, B&H has 107 TV stations, 150 radio stations, 12
on-demand broadcast providers, and three public radio and television
services, which are available to audiences throughout B&H. In addition,
many foreign channels are available. Although television is still the
most common source of information, the use of the internet and social
platforms is constantly increasing. According to the CRA, 95.6 percent
of people in Bosnia use the internet. The State Agency for Statistics
reported that in 2022 almost 76 percent of households had internet
access. A November 2022 report by the agency found that 77 percent of
women and 81 percent of men had used the internet in the three months
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prior, along with 53 percent of pensioners, 84 percent of unemployed
people, 95 percent of those working, and 100 percent of students.

Panelist Maslo of the CRA said that as broadband internet use in B&H
constantly increases, companies are offering better service packages.
The CRA has started the process of broadband internet mapping with
the technical support of Slovenian regulators, which Maslo said is an
important step toward gradual implementation of 5G technology in B&H.

Indicator 8: There are appropriate channels for government
information

B&H has a Freedom of Access to Information Act, but it is inadequate,
not always obeyed, and spottily enforced. In Transparency International
B&H’s most recent annual review, only 50
percent of public agencies responded to
requests by the 15-day deadline, and their
answers were often incomplete. Hambo,
of the Klix.ba website, said agencies often
respond generally rather than to specific
questions, and that even when respected,
the 15-day deadline does not work for
journalists on a daily deadline. In one example of the law’s insufficiency,
when the Federation’s public health agency found that 10 percent
of the samples it tested from bottled water contained bacteria that
should not have been present, journalists could not obtain the names
of the producers. The panelists agreed that the biggest roadblock is a
dysfunctional judiciary that does not push for proper implementation of
the law and does not punish violators.

Citizens rarely use the Freedom of Access to Information Act and,
according to panelists, they do not understand that it is one of their
basic human rights. Whether the media obtain information from
spokespeople or information offices of government agencies depends
on their willingness and professionalism. Panelists said there are some
very professional spokespeople who are always available to journalists.
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Indicator 9: There are diverse channels for information flow

The processes for spectrum allocation and licensing for media are
fair, and people can freely establish media. B&H still has not adopted
legislation requiring the disclosure of media ownership, even though
it is a perennial recommendation by the European Commission in the
country’s EU accession process. Such a law could lay the foundation for
a detailed register of media ownership, helping to thwart hidden media
concentration, the CRA’s Maslo said.

An existing CRA register of broadcast-license holders does not include
information on indirect and related owners. A 2017 attempt by the CRA
to collect data and publish a register of direct and indirect media owners
was blocked by the Personal Data Protection Agency, which argued it
could open the door to state infringements of the right to privacy.

At the end of 2022, the national Ministry of Communications and
Transport had plans to include provisions on media-ownership
disclosure in an upcoming law on electronic media, but the BH
Journalists Association deemed them inadequate, Borka Rudi¢, the
association’s secretary general, said. Instead, Rudi¢ said, the issue
merits its own law, which should police conflicts of interest among media
owners and establish a media register along with an independent fund
for media pluralism. Civil society organizations, including the journalists’
association, proposed a law on media ownership transparency in 2018
that went nowhere. Public service media provide informative and
educational news and information but labor under strong political
influence.

Indicator 10: Information channels are independent

Ownership structures can significantly sway editorial policies, with
the country’s many cash-strapped outlets especially vulnerable to the
influence of political and business interests. Due to arbitrary and opaque
media financing, unclear media ownership, and links between media
managers and advisory bodies on the one hand and political parties on
the other, political parties wield great influence on the media industry.
In addition, publicly owned companies are often affiliated with political
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parties, and their advertising funds are another means of influence on
editorial policies.

The Communications Regulatory Agency acts politically and is not
neutral regarding broadcasters’ breaches of its codes. Public service
broadcasters tend to reflect the opinion of politicians rather than the
public, as expressed by Konti¢ of Mediacentar Sarajevo. The most
notorious example is RTRS, which is under the direct control of the
SNSD political party, but Kontic said Radio-Television of the FB&H (FTV)
is also becoming a platform for promoting certain policies. Politics
also influence programming at the state broadcaster, as a slanted
October 2022 interview with the elected Serb member of the country’s
three-member presidency, Zeljka Cvijanovi¢ showed. The state public
broadcaster is also beset by financial woes, ethno-national divisions,
and discrimination against older journalists.

Political dependence is obvious in many other media, such as
Alternativna TV, which is directly linked to the SNSD political party and
is under U.S. sanctions, and the Srpska Republika News Agency, which is
financed from the budget of Republika Srpska. Media monitoring during
the general elections in 2022 noted many anonymous portals and some
Facebook groups that targeted certain political parties. Mladen Bubonijic,
editor of the investigative Gerila.info website and a journalism professor,
said media affiliated with political parties also have exclusive access
to certain types of information. There are independent media outlets
in B&H, both commercial and those of nongovernmental organizations,
that provide professional and unbiased reporting, mostly funded by
foreign donors.

51



Vibrant Information Barometer

PRINCIPLE 3:
INFORMATION CONSUMPTION AND

N/

Somewhat

Vibrant Highly Vibrant

19

Vibrancy Rating

ENGAGEMENT

Strength of Evidence Rating

Somewhat Somewhat
Weak Nigelale]

Strong
/\

Media outlets do not have developed digital-hygiene practices, and
the public has few opportunities to learn how to protect their private
data. Even though the country does not have a developed media and
information literacy strategy, many organizations have activities aimed
at sharpening those skills for the public. Professional media producers
do not analyze the audience needs, but rather publish the kind of
content that is the most viewed by their
audiences. Community media still have
not been developed in the country, which
has only three registered community radio
stations. Participants gave audiences’
media and information literacy skills and
use of privacy protections and security
tools the lowest scores, and the work of
community media the highest.

Indicator 11: People can safely use the internet due to privacy
protections and security tools

The country has a law to protect personal data, but it is not aligned with
the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation and international standards.
Panelists said it has often been abused to conceal the identities of those
who misuse public funds or own media outlets. Kovacevic, of the online
portal Direkt, pointed to an example: the personal data regulation was
used as an excuse to hide the names of the people who received legal aid
to which they were not entitled. Rudi¢, of the BH Journalists Association,
said the law has been used to hide the property of high-ranking judges,
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& & Tools in local languages to
prevent DDoS and other attacks
are not widely available and most
technology-based tools that help
individuals protect their privacy
and security are in English.
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even though disclosing that information is in the public interest. Some
courts, including the Supreme Court of the Republika Srpska, remove
all names when publishing their decisions, even in cases of terrorism
or high corruption, as explained by Denis Dzidi¢, director of the Balkan
Investigative Reporting Network in B&H.

Before 2020, it was possible to get the name and business address of
anyone registering a website with the national .ba domain. However, in
what Cvjeti¢anin, of the Raskrinkavanje fact-checking portal, called “a
violation of the standards of transparency and accountability,” the Data
Protection Agency decided that this information should not be publicly
available.

Tools in local languages to prevent DDoS and other attacks are not
widely available and most technology-based tools that help individuals
protect their privacy and security are in English. Digital-security training
for media outlets happens occasionally, but Dzidi¢ said it is mostly
in English and so is not useful to some
journalists. The country lacks local trainers
with expertise in digital security. Media
companies’ digital hygiene practices are
poor, and their websites are not secure.
Overworked journalists do not give enough
time to security measures and often do
not protect their data. DDoS attacks are
frequent; Hambo said his Klix.ba portal
faces them every day. Panelists agreed that the public lacks digital-
security savvy and skills, and awareness of the algorithms driving social
media and the mechanics of online advertising, as well as opportunities
to learn.

Indicator 12: People have the necessary skills and tools to be
media literate

No media and information literacy strategy has been implemented at
the state level. Various institutions and organizations, however, have
made efforts in the field, and the government of the Sarajevo canton is
aiming to integrate media and information literacy into formal education
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starting in primary school. The CRA, in cooperation with organizations
active in media and information literacy, organized a promotional
campaign “Days of Media and Information Literacy” in October 2022. The
CRA also leads an informal group of experts

on the subject, and held a campaign on & & Panelists agreed that spaces for
the free exchange of opinions and
ideologies are limited.

protecting children on the internet in 2022.

Panelists agreed, however, that the public
lacks media and information literacy.
Cvjeti¢anin, the fact checker, explained how, in 2022, more people
were victims of online fraudulent advertising practices. These scams
often involve fake interviews with doctors or celebrities, with the aim of
getting them to hand over information about their bank accounts. She
also said more people are reporting disinformation to her fact-checking
organization, but the number of conspiracy theorists is also on the rise.
Hambo, the Klix.ba editor-in-chief, received threatening messages from
readers after writing about the hoax, repeatedly refuted by scientists,
that a group of hills in central Bosnia are actually ancient pyramids.

Indicator 13: People engage productively with the information
that is available to them

Journalists and activists can freely express their opinions but are often
targeted on social networks, especially on certain topics, such as war
crimes, religion, and homosexuality. Panelists agreed that spaces for
the free exchange of opinions and ideologies are limited. For example,
during the election campaign, candidates rejected televised debates
in favor of social media, where they could promote themselves while
avoiding difficult questions and engagement.

Panelists noted that social networks’ comments critical of certain
political parties or local governments are removed by page
administrators. Rudic, of the journalists’ association, said political
parties blocked social media profiles or erased messages of people who
criticized them on their social media accounts and that there was little
substantial and engaging debate during the campaign. Amela Sejdic,
director of Radio Zos from Te$anj, said even the administrators of the
TeSanj municipality’s Facebook page blocked critics.
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Bahto Kestendzi¢, of the Press and Online Media Council, said public
complaints to the council about hate speech have steadily risen over the
past decade, especially in user-generated content, which the platforms
have resolved mostly by removing the
content or blocking access for the culprits.
Open digital communications contain
misinformation and malformation even
though hate speech in user-generated
comments has decreased. There is no
evidence that people engage with at least some objective, fact-based
information on a weekly basis.

According to research on the media habits of adults in B&H, which
the CRA carried out with the Council of Europe in 2021, few people
use the mechanisms for reporting inappropriate content.® Slightly
less than one-fifth of B&H residents have ever reported inappropriate
content they have encountered when using media or information and
communications technologies. Of those, most reported it directly to the
content provider, and significantly fewer went to law enforcement, the
Press and Online Media Council, or the CRA.

Indicator 14: Media and information producers engage with
their audiences’ needs

Content producers most often react to the needs of the public by
publishing news and content that will draw their interest. In online
media, that is mostly infotainment, news about crime and accidents,
or statements by popular political figures. According to the Fabrika
agency, the most watched TV programming in B&H is entertainment
shows, such as regional reality music competitions, and sports. On the
strength of reality programming in particular, commercial media outlets
are drawing larger audiences than public service broadcasters. Only the
larger TV stations are part of a measurement and data-collection system
and obtain data from the private Audience Measurement agency. Smaller

10 Snjezana Hasanagic et al. (2022). Media Habits of Adults in B&H, the Communications
Regulatory Agency and the Council of Europe. https://www.coe.int/en/web/freedom-
expression/-/research-study-on-media-habits-of-adults-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina-presented
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TV and radio stations cannot afford audience measurement data and
mostly track their online visits with Google Analytics.

As channels for feedback, the CRA’s Maslo claimed radio and television
stations often host call-in shows, while panelists from online media
said the audience can reach them through e-mail or online comments.
Curuvija, the RTRS editor, considered the audience is mostly interested
in health, employment, and infrastructure issues, based on her
communication with the public. Bahto Kestendzi¢, of the Press and
Online Media Council, noticed online and print media actively self-
regulate by publishing denials or retractions, or removing comments
that contain hate speech. Some panelists responded, however, that
posting denials or retractions often do not improve standards of
reporting.

Media and content producers interact with their audiences online or on
social networks, but do not invest in other methods of building trust with
their audiences, such as community events, and most do not publish
information about their ownership. Journalists attend and report on civil
society organizations events, but there is a lack of productive and regular
information sharing and feedback.

Indicator 15: Community media ® & Civil society organizations
conduct important research on
various topics, but it rarely moves
policymakers to act.

provides information relevant for
community engagement

Community media is largely undeveloped
in B&H. The CRA allows nonprofit
organizations to obtain broadcasting licenses for radio stations aimed
at meeting the specific needs of certain societal groups, but B&H has
only three registered nonprofit radio stations: Radio Otvorena Mreza,
Radio Active, and Radio Marija. According to the panelist from the CRA,
these stations provide their listeners with information that is relevant for
their community and give space to marginalized groups to participate
in public communication and social debate. The CRA had no complaints
about the presentation of inaccurate information by community media
radio stations. In addition, nonprofit online media, and even radio
stations that are not registered with the CRA but use the frequencies of
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other radio stations, can be classified as community media, though they
are a speck in the country’s media universe.
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The media and audiences in B&H are split along ideological, ethno-
national and political lines, and audiences mostly trust the media that
portray their group in a positive light. Despite ample documentation
of war crimes or election fraud, voters cast their ballots based on
strongly held beliefs rather than arguments and facts. Policymakers
and politicians make selective use of research and investigations by
the media and civil society sector to discredit their political opponents.
Some civil society organizations act in the public interest but their
impact on policy decisions is minimal,
mainly because political parties rarely
agree on amendments or new laws.
Panelists gave civil society’s use of quality
information the highest score and the
guestion of whether information supports
good governance and democratic rights the lowest.

Indicator 16: Information producers and distribution channels
enable or encourage information sharing across ideological
lines

There are various sources of information, but the media and audiences
in B&H are polarized along ideological, ethno-national, and political
lines. Research has shown that the country’s audiences often follow only
certain channels of communication, above all those that cater to their
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ethno-national or political group.**

Panelists said that during the elections there were almost no
constructive debates with the aim of developing a dialogue on the future
of the country and political party programs, and some politicians refused
to participate in TV debates. During the elections, in the Republika
Srpska, public broadcaster RTRS mostly reported positively on the ruling
SNSD political party, while BN Television reported favorably on the
opposition parties there. Similarly, in the Federation of B&H some media
outlets supported the Croat HDZ or the Bosniak SDA political parties, or
went after the opposition parties and their political candidates. Even at
the local level, there were no real debates, according to Rudic, of the BH
Journalists Association. Berislav Juri¢, editor of Bljesak.info, claimed
public discussions organized in local communities, which should be a
way for citizens to participate in decision-making, are pro forma and
have no influence on decision-makers. Kovacevic, the Direkt editor, said
that is especially true for discussions and adoption of local budgets.

Indicator 17: Individuals use quality & & Politicians use quality information
they receive from the media or
civil society, but mostly to
discredit their political opponents,
settle scores, or serve their own

information to inform their actions

Panelists claimed the quality of information
has no role in forming people’s attitudes or
voting habits. The results of the elections,
panelists said, show that cemented
ideological opinions and divisions are
not swayed by quality information in
the media. For example, during the election year, the media raised
numerous questions about corruption in health care and the validity
of the diploma of the director of the Clinical Center in Sarajevo, Sebija
Izetbegovi¢, who regardless won a seat in the Sarajevo assembly for the
SDA political party.

interests.

Klix.ba editor Hambo expressed that people often make decisions based
on media spins, misinformation, or a trend on social networks. Mladen

11 Sokol, Anida. “Polarized public trust in the media and social networks in Bosnia and
Herzegovina”. 2021. https://seenpm.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Resilience-research-
publication-3-B&H-English.pdf
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Buboniji¢, editor of Gerila.info, said citizens make judgments based on
beliefs that are often grounded in ethno-national rhetoric and mutually
exclusive memories of the past. Conspiracy theories on COVID-19 are still
very popular and many people refused to be vaccinated, not following
fact-based and safety recommendations.

Indicator 18: Civil society uses quality information to improve
its communities

B&H has a wide spectrum of civil society organizations, but some
of the panelists questioned their motives and impact. As effective
examples, panelists mentioned Zene Kruscice, a group of women who
blocked the construction of a mini-hydroelectric plant in their village
in central Bosnia, and the Center for the Environment in Banja Luka.
Dzidi¢, director of BIRN B&H, said civil society members do work the
public institutions should be doing, such as drafting laws, investigating
corruption, and providing media and information literacy education.

Media organizations that function as
nongovernmental organizations, such as
CIN and BIRN, have repeatedly uncovered
instances of corruption but prosecutors
have rarely followed up. Civil society
organizations conduct important research
on various topics, but it rarely moves
policymakers to act.

Panelists admit that it is difficult for civil society to influence decision-
making, because the authorities in B&H rarely amend existing laws or
introduce new ones. For example, Rudi¢ cited attempts by civil society
groups to make attacks on journalists a distinct criminal offense. The
national parliament has approved the measure, but by the end of 2022
the government had yet to adopt it.

Indicator 19: Government uses quality information to make
public policy decisions

Government communication with civil society and the media is
confined mostly to press conferences or press releases. Specific officials
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might recognize the importance of communication with civil society,
but in general the communication between the two sides is poor, as
Mediacentar Sarajevo’s Konti¢ explained.

Dzidi¢, of BIRN B&H, cited the adoption of B&H’s anti-terrorism strategy
in 2022 as an example of civil society clout: Working with the authorities,
the Atlantic Initiative NGO insisted, over objections from the Republika
Srpska, that right-wing extremism be included in the document, and it
was. Panelists also recalled that in 2016, activists waged a successful
campaign to have hate crimes recognized by the country’s criminal
code. However, in 2022, no significant policy decisions or legal solutions
were crafted based on civil society expertise. Cvjeti¢anin, of the
Raskrinkavanje fact-checker, said that given how few amendments or
bills get passed by legislative bodies in B&H each year, it is not realistic
to expect civil society to have a larger influence. Panelists noted that
government officials cite quality news media or information from civil
society selectively, only when it suits their needs or to discredit their
political opponents, and sometimes even use misinformation when
explaining their decisions.

Indicator 20: Information supports good governance and
democratic rights

Politicians use quality information they receive from the media or civil
society, but mostly to discredit their political opponents, settle scores,
or serve their own interests. For example, the findings of Instinomjer,
an online government and politics watchdog, are used selectively by
politicians and the government.

When information sources reveal corruption or human rights violations,
the government does not respond appropriately. Dzidi¢, of BIRN BIH,
reinforced that politicians use the reports of investigative journalists
only when they want to discredit their opponents. For example, when
the media published information that the government of the Sarajevo
canton did not want to give details about its contract with the Chinese
company that was contracted to repair the tram line in the city, the
representatives of the opposition in the Sarajevo canton used this
information against the leading political parties, Rudi¢ said.

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

LIST OF PANEL PARTICIPANTS

Maida Bahto Kestendzic, Press and Online Media Council
Mladen Buboniji¢, editor of Gerila.info and journalism professor
Tijana Cvjeticanin, editor, fact-checking platform Raskrinkavanje
Tamara Curuvija, editor, RTRS

Denis Dzidi¢, director, Balkan Investigative Reporting Network
Semir Hambo, editor-in-chief Klix.ba, Sarajevo

Berislav Juri¢, editor-in-chief, Bljesak.info, Mostar

Milanka Kovacevi¢, editor and journalist, Direkt portal

Azra Maslo, program standards coordinator, Communications
Regulatory Agency

Boro Konti¢, director, Mediacentar Sarajevo

Borka Rudi¢, secretary general, BH Journalists Association
Amela Sejdi¢, director, Zos radio, TeSanj

Milanka Sudzum, Ministry of Communications and Transport

Senad Zaimovi¢, director, marketing agency Fabrika
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KOSOVO

Highly Vibrant (31-40): Quality information
is widely available in this country. People
have the rights, means, and capacity to ac-
cess a wide range of information; they rec-
ognize and reject misinformation.

Somewhat Vibrant (21-30): Quality infor-
mation is available in this country and most
of it is editorially independent, based on
facts, and not intended to harm. Most peo-
ple have the rights, means, and capacity
to access a wide range of information, al-
though some do not. Most people recognize
and reject misinformation, although some
do not.

Slightly Vibrant (11-20): Quality informa-
tion is available on a few topics or geogra-
phies in this country, but not all. While some
information is editorially independent,
there is still a significant amount of misinfor-
mation, malinformation, and hate speech
in circulation, and it does influence public
discourse. Most people do not recognize or
reject misinformation.

Not Vibrant (0-10): Quality information is
extremely limited in this country. The vast
majority of it is not editorially independent,
not based on facts, or it is intended to harm.
People do not have the rights, means, or ca-
pacity to access a wide range of information;
they do not recognize or reject misinforma-
tion; and they cannot or do not make choic-
es on what types of information they want
to engage with.
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Like other countries in the region, Kosovo in 2022 was
buffeted by the effects of the war in Ukraine, including
higher energy prices and general inflation, and a new
pool of refugees in Europe. Kosovo was among the first
countries to condemn Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and it
welcomed displaced Ukrainians. The government hosted
some journalists from the country, providing them with
housing, money, and other assistance. To ease the pain of
inflation, and some lingering effects of the pandemic, the
government implemented various fiscal packages.

A dialogue brokered by the European Union to normalize
relations between Kosovo and Serbia continued without
any final agreement. The political situation in Kosovo
remained stable, with the Vetevendosje Party firmly in
control of Parliament. The European Union (EU) observers
continue to cite Kosovo’s extensive informal economy and
corruption and the weak rule of law as the main obstacles
to the country’s development and, ultimately, accession
to the EU.

Regarding media development, the newly constituted
board of the public broadcaster, Radio Television of
Kosovo (RTK), named a new general director for a three-
year mandate. Local and international monitoring
organizations have seen both processes as transparent
and based on merit. RTK is chronically underfunded and,
like most media in Kosovo, not financially self-sustaining,
making it susceptible to political and business influence.

According to a public opinion survey conducted by
the National Democratic Institute, television stations
are considered one of the most reliable sources of

Vibrant Information Barometer

information by most of Kosovo’s population, with 74
percent expressing trust in them. Additionally, social
media platforms are an important source of information
for young people in Kosovo: 48 percent of young ethnic
Albanians and 24 percent of young Serbs get information
from them each day, although trust in them is fairly low.
Also less trusted are news websites and radio, although
young Serbs tend to put more faith in them than young
Albanians.

The overall country score for Kosovo for VIBE 2023 remains
at 23. The score for Principle 1 (information flow) dropped
from last year’s study, indicating that there is still concern
about the limited infrastructure for receiving quality
content and financial instability for various media outlets,
The score for Principle 3 (information consumption and
engagement) saw a one-point increase, as the freedom of
expression and access to information is exercised without
consequence. The scores for Principles 2 (how information
flows) and 4 (transformative action) stayed the same at 26
and 25, respectively, showing that people exercise their
rights to create, share, and consume information and that
civil society produces credible information to improve
their communities.
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An area of concern for Kosovo is the limited infrastructure for receiving
quality news content, as broadcasting has not yet gone digital and
the cable industry is monopolized. The indicators focusing on quality
information along with the inclusivity and diversity of content received
the highest scores, indicating that information is published in different
formats and languages (the public broadcaster has an obligation to
produce some of its content in minority languages). However, there is
still underrepresentation of women, children, and marginalized groups
in Kosovo’s media. The indicator with the lowest score in Principle 1 is
Indicator 5, highlighting the financial instability within media companies
and the vulnerability of journalists working without permanent
employment contracts. Media outlets depend heavily on advertising and
sponsorships to finance their content, thus leaving them to struggle on
securing alternative funding.

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available.

Kosovo media has the infrastructure and technology to produce quality
news content across different formats. The infrastructure to receive
it, however, is limited because broadcasting still has not gone digital,
leaving viewers to subscribe to cable providers to access the country’s
three national channels. At the same time, the cable industry is
becoming monopolized, and the Independent Media Commission, which
regulates the broadcast industry, and other monitoring bodies have
done little to stop this process. Kosovo has had no print newspapers
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since 2020, and Kosovo Serbs have not had any print media since 2008.

There are training programs available for content producers, mainly
organized with the help of donors and occasionally journalists’
associations, but senior journalists and managers show little interest.
Journalism education maintains an outdated focus on theory rather
than practice. The educational system does not yet promote critical
thinking.

Content producers are not always ethical or accountable and do not
always respect facts or strive to present the truth. Only a few media
outlets in the country follow ethical standards and inform their readers
when they make corrections on facts. Many online media outlets work
without editors, and national media outlets do not have fact-checkers or
legal experts to review content.

In Kosovo, there are rarely any consequences for media that make
mistakes because of a lack of media education, the fragile rule of law,
and the weakness of regulators. Television media hew to the rules more
than other types of media, largely because audio-visual media are
regulated by the Independent Media Commission, which can impose
fines for breaches of their code of ethics. In contrast, written media
are self-regulated. Kosovo law provides for professional sanctions and
consequences for disseminating inaccurate information, but court delays
and the ineffectiveness of the media regulator, especially in monitoring,
allow producers to avoid punishment.

Most media content in the country focuses on politics rather than policy
or contextual reporting. Coverage of economic and social issues and
critical reporting on government policies get short shrift. Debates on
television have replaced informative and critical journalism, leading to a
lack of public discourse on important issues.

The current government in Kosovo is less open with the media, making
it harder for journalists to hold it accountable. The news mainly covers
political developments in Prishtina, with very little coverage of local
events. The media covers regional and international events, but it is
mainly news taken and translated from foreign media agencies.
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Some media outlets maintain editorial independence. Online journalism
is dominated by sensationalized news constructed from individual
quotes, often lacking context, explanation, and diverse sources. A
high turnover among journalists in Kosovo results in reporting that
lacks context and detail. Additionally, the common tendency to rely on
anonymous sources erodes public trust in journalism.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that content is based
on facts. Misinformation is minimal.

Most content in Kosovo is usually fact-based, but it is not always well-
sourced and objective. Misinformation in Kosovo is less often a question
of facts and more often a function of how news is constructed and
interpreted, especially by nonprofessional news producers. The public
often must gather information from multiple sources and decide for
themselves where the closest “truth” lies. There has been a decline in
fact-checking and reporting on facts in many media outlets in Kosovo,
and some consistently and knowingly publish false statements from
politicians. Similar situations occur with other information, especially
material translated from the Serbian language and foreign sources of
information.

Professional content producers generally do not intentionally create or
spread false or misleading information in Kosovo, but others sometimes
use their platforms to do so, especially during debates with analysts or
politicians, whose claims pass unchecked by debate moderators or are
not challenged later.

With limited resources to verify information, such as fact-checking or
legal review, journalists face a tide of false information on social media
and struggle to uphold standards. The law against defamation and insult
targets those who disseminate false information, yet few journalists
and information portals are held accountable for doing so, even as the
problem grows.

Nonprofessional content producers generally put out a high rate of false
or misleading information. Kosovo is considered to be at high risk of
foreign influence, especially from Serbia and Russia, and its information
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space is awash in inaccurate and misleading content.

The government does not intentionally spread false information,
but its lack of transparency and habit of releasing little information
feed misinformation. Politicians are often accused of spreading false
information or misinterpreting data.

The professional consequences for creating or sharing false information
are minimal, as courts have been slow to address such cases. The
Independent Media Commission has not established an effective
monitoring mechanism, and the nongovernmental Press Council of
Kosovo can name and shame but cannot levy financial penalties or shut
down outlets.

Journalists seek to hold the government accountable by asking
questions, attending press conferences, and confronting politicians with
their statements, though it is easier for the major media in Prishtina than
for less influential regional outlets, and journalists lack the capacity for
oversight of all functions of government.

There are reliable fact-checking resources available, including the
new Hibrid.info platform, in addition to third-party fact-checkers for
Facebook and other domestic platforms certified by the International
Fact-Checking Network. The other digital platforms besides Facebook
(like Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, etc.) do not have fact-checking
mechanisms to review and remove false content in the Albanian
language.

Indicator 3: The norm for information is that content is not
intended to harm. Mal-information and hate speech are
minimal.

The pervasiveness of hate speech, especially in politics, is well-
documented in Kosovo. The country’s people hear it every day in the
news, in television debates, at protests, and on social media.

The conflict in Ukraine has led to an uptick in slanted and unverified
news from Russia and Serbia. This mal-information has had a significant
impact, especially in the predominantly Serbian northern part of Kosovo.
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But it is also often translated into Albanian and makes its way into online
media that is read by most people in Kosovo.

There was a general agreement among the panelists that the
government does not create or spread harmful content, such as hate
speech, although some politicians do. During 2022, for example, the
Association of Journalists of Kosovo reacted several times to protest
the attack campaigns of advisors to the prime minister and at least two
members of Parliament. This was included as a concern in the European
Commission’s report for Kosovo in 2022. Government officials who
promote hate speech might be pressured to apologize or resign and face
a loss of credibility or elections. But there are some individual politicians
who represent the main ethnic groups, who in some cases, spread
hate speech. Professional content producers are careful not to create
or spread harmful content such as mal-information or hate speech, as
this is a criminal offense. Some might, however, produce sensationalistic
content that may contain mal-information to attract clicks. This practice
is common in online journalism, but there are generally no significant
consequences for journalists or media

outlets. The Nacionale news website, “ Kosovo has had no print
newspapers since 2020, and
Kosovo Serbs have not had any
print media since 2008.

for example, faced a public backlash
after reporting false information about a
shooting in the northern part of Kosovo and
subsequently apologized.

Nonprofessional content producers often promote hate speech and
incite hateful comments to increase their audience. Hate speech
is prevalent in user-generated content on social media, and the
perpetrators usually elude punishment due to the difficulties in
investigating cybercrime. Although hundreds of incidents of hate speech
are reported annually, fewer than 10 cases are initiated by prosecutors.

Many media outlets in Kosovo have codes of ethics, and some have
banned comments on their websites. However, according to Kreshnik
Gashi, managing director of kallxo.com, comments have not been
banned on social networks, where most hate speech is spread. Only
a few media have set filters for certain words in comment sections,
and very few edit comments on Facebook or Instagram. According to
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Flutura Kusari, a media lawyer, mal-information and hate speech is
present online, and it seems that it originates mainly from social media
rather than from established media outlets. Topics around religion and
domestic violence attract and generate hate speech against specific
groups, with women often being the main target. However, there is no
evidence to prove that nongovernmental actors engage in coordinating
the production and dissemination of mal-information or any type of
dangerous speech.

Indicator 4: The body of content overall is inclusive and
diverse.

Most media content in Kosovo is in the Albanian language, with
limited content available in other languages. The multichannel RTK
is the only public broadcaster in Kosovo, and it is working to fulfill its
legal obligation to provide programming in the languages of minority
communities. According to the Law on Radio Television of Kosovo,
RTK 1 is obliged to share 15 percent of its program schedule with the
languages of other communities. RTK 2
is in the Serbian language but has the
same obligation as RTK 1 to produce 15
percent of its programming in minority
languages. However, many media outlets
are monoethnic and tend to report on
problems faced by their own communities
to the exclusion of others. Most government ministries produce
information in only the Albanian language, with little or no translation
into Serbian or other languages.

Women, children, minorities, and marginalized groups are
underrepresented in Kosovo’s media. Online media have not developed
diverse formats to inform people. Explanatory journalism, podcasts,
and visual storytelling are scarce for complex stories. Reports about
women are limited to cases of domestic violence, while LGBTIQ+ topics
are often reported in an inflammatory and unprofessional way. Content
contains different perspectives, but often they are based on opinions
rather than expertise, knowledge, and facts, and are of questionable
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value. Marginalized groups struggle to access mainstream media and
are usually relegated to shows or media with smaller audiences. The
media focus mainly on political news, at the expense of social, cultural,
or regional coverage. Men dominate the content produced, and
marginalized groups turn to social media as an alternative platform to
express their views.

Likewise, Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptian communities rarely appear in
media coverage or even represent themselves in discussions or debates
on their circumstances. Most often, they are portrayed only within the
framework of poverty or other stereotypical
or prejudiced depictions, rather than
exploring how and why institutions
continue to fail to integrate or offer equal
opportunities in society.

Media owners are mostly men, while

editorial staff have a better gender balance. As for nonprofessional
content producers, there is not much information or data about their
gender and ethnic composition.

Indicator 5: Content production is sufficiently resourced.

Media companies are not financially stable, and most journalists do
not have permanent employment contracts, making them vulnerable
to the whims of those who own their media outlets and testing their
commitment to quality work. The media rely primarily on financing
from businesses and international donors, as government funds are not
allocated to media. Cable systems, dominated by two companies, pay
little or nothing for the rights to carry domestic channels.

Professional content producers are struggling to find alternative
funding streams as traditional sources of revenue such as subscriptions
dry up. Media outlets rely on advertising and sponsorships to finance
their content--which threatens editorial independence in the form of
favorable reporting--especially when these sponsorships come from
government institutions or big businesses that thrive from government
contracts. One panelist, Brikenda Rexhepi, editor-in-chief of Kohavision,

& & The current government in Kosovo
is less open with the media,
making it harder for journalists to
hold it accountable.
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mentioned that her media employer had at least one case in 2022 when
one of the biggest private banks withdrew an advertisement when it did
not like a news report.

According to Goran Avramovié¢, editor-in-chief of RTV Kim, independent
media in the Serbian language are project-financed, with little income
from marketing, and some have closed as a result. Furthermore, as Gashi
noted, advertising revenues have decreased as advertising moves to
social networks and other platforms. Since Kosovo’s public broadcasting
law mandates that government advertising be broadcast at no
additional cost, the government advertises
exclusively on the public broadcaster,
exacerbating the dearth of advertising
revenue for private media.

The lack of government subsidies has
resulted in a financial crisis for some
media, making them more vulnerable. According to Gashi, some media
companies have been sold to big businesses with foreign ownership,
especially from Albania. In addition, the ethnic-Serb audience is
influenced by content from Serbia, while the ethnic-Albanian audience
turns to programs produced in Albania and North Macedonia.

While some media executives and editors earn up to €6,000 ($6,500)
per month, journalists are paid as little as €300 ($325), making them
financially vulnerable. According to Kusari, while television channels pay
policy analysts around €200 ($215) for a single debate appearance, they
do not make the same investment to increase the quality of information
or pay journalists better salaries. Many journalists end up leaving the
profession by the age of 30 in order to support themselves and their
families.

63



Vibrant Information Barometer

PRINCIPLE 2:
MULTIPLE CHANNELS: HOW INFORMATION

Somewhat

Vibrant Highly Vibrant

Vibrancy Rating

FLOWS

Strength of Evidence Rating

Somewhat Somewhat
Nigelale]

/\

Weak

Kosovo has a strong legal framework supporting free media and
expression; however, panelists expressed concerns about the
implementation and enforcement of these laws. Issues such as
government restrictions on access to information, public pressure on
journalists, and strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPP)
were identified. Of the Principle 2 indicators, the one examining access
to information channels received the highest score, as internet access
and technology infrastructure are widespread in Kosovo. However,
the lowest-scored indicator was on the independence of information
channels, reflecting concerns about some media organizations’
ownership and funding influencing editorial content--as well as
perceived political influence on the Independent Media Commission.

Indicator 6: People have rights to create, share and consume
information.

Kosovo has an advanced legal framework for free media and expression,
butimplementation and enforcement are lacking. The laws are uniformly
applied, except in some enclaves where the country’s institutions have
not been able to assert their sovereignty. Notably, the northern part of
Kosovo remains outside the control of Kosovo’s institutions, and law
enforcement agencies have a limited presence in this territory. There
is no evidence of government efforts to legally restrict freedom of
speech, but the government lacks transparency and restricts access to
information. It tends to cooperate more with international media outlets
than with domestic ones.
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The government does not censor media, but officials retaliate against
those they do not like by not taking part in television debates, not
responding when asked for comments, and not calling on certain
journalists during press conferences. According to Kusari, attempts to
censor media tend to take the form of public pressure on journalists and
verbal attacks. For example, Fitore Pacolli, a MP from the ruling party,
made an open call during her speech in Kosovo’s Parliament in July for
direct intervention by the government of Kosovo to control the media,
which prompted a reaction from Association of Journalists of Kosovo.
More often, people who have served in different positions in the ruling
party, Vetevendosje, or in public institutions appointed by the party,
often pick certain journalists to attack.?

Some journalists and activists have faced SLAPP lawsuits as a means to
suppress criticism, as the government has not yet implemented the EU’s
recommendations against them.

The government does not pressure information and communications
technology providers to censor media, although self-censorship is
widespread. Whether from financial dependence, political bias, or low
standards, some journalists and editors steer clear of sensitive topics,
especially corruption and crime.

Journalists and media outlets are often the targets of hate speech or
other attacks by social media groups that aim to discredit them; one
example of this is the Facebook page “meKryeministrin,” which has
around 27,000 members and frequently attacks media outlets and
journalists that criticize the government. Journalists are not imprisoned,
fined, or killed for doing their work, but members of the ruling
Vetevendosje Party lob verbal attacks at some media and journalists and
freeze them out of coverage.

1 “AJKAND PCK Concerned with MP Pacolli’s Narrative Toward Media,” Association of Journalists
of Kosovo. July 14, 2022. https://agk-ks.org/en/news/agk-ja-dhe-kmshk-ja-e-shgetesuar-me-
fialimin-kunder-mediave-te-deputetes-fitore-pacolli/.

2 “AGK Condemns the Continuous Attacks of Power Exponents on the Media,” Association of
Journalists of Kosovo. September 3, 2022. https://agk-ks.org/en/news/agk-ja-denon-sulmet-e-
vazhdueshme-te-eksponenteve-te-pushtetit-ndaj-mediave/.
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The confidentiality of sources is protected by law, except when a
court determines it could pose “a serious threat to physical integrity
which could lead to the death of one or more persons.” Laws protect
journalists and others from persecution for their opinions or news
coverage. However, there is an increase in SLAPP lawsuits aiming to
threaten journalists or critics. According to Kusari, “Koha journalist
Saranda Ramaj has 10 lawsuits with damages totaling about €1 million
($1.74 million). Because they attack journalists individually and not the
media company, instead of dealing with investigative stories journalists
have to deal with courts.”

Indicator 7: People have adequate access to channels of
information.

The information and communications technology infrastructure in
Kosovo meets the information needs of most people, but there are
still challenges and limitations. The low level of digital literacy among
journalists and the public, for example, leaves them vulnerable to online
risks and threats. Additionally, the government is unable to provide
sufficient digital protection to its citizens

due to weak institutional capacity.

Access to information and technology is
widespread in Kosovo, where more than
97 percent of households have access
to the internet. As a result, citizens have
access to various information channels,
but misinformation spreads easily in the
country.

Most people can afford access to most

information channels, including radio, television, newspapers or
magazines, and digital or social media. However, Kosovo has lagged in
the switch to digital broadcasting, frustrating efforts for more diverse
and widely distributed channels. Many residents are forced to pay a

3 Law on the Protection of Journalism Sources, Article 5, https://gzk.rks-gov.net/ActDetail.
aspx?ActID=8864
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cable operator for access to various television channels, which is a
hardship for some. According to Ardita Zejnullahu, executive director
of the Association of Kosovo Private Electronic Media, since the issue of
media concentration and ownership is not regulated and over 90 percent
of the audience receives television signals through cable operators, it
is crucial to digitize the transmission through terrestrial frequencies.
This would enable the provision of free-to-air television signals for the
audience. The digitalization of transmission frequencies is an obligation
that Kosovo has failed to implement over the years and is extremely
important, especially at this time when there is a permanent risk of
monopolization of the cable operator sector.

Certain communities or groups of people--including women, people with
disabilities, communities in certain geographic areas, or ethnic, racial,
or religious minorities--face challenges accessing information due to
social norms or other barriers. For example, members of communities
who do not speak the dominant language and those with disabilities
face accessibility or language barriers. In addition, Avramovi€ said that
media in Serb-dominated northern Kosovo that are not aligned with
the Srpska Lista, the political party which
holds power in four municipalities in that
region, have trouble with their broadcast
signal there, while those under the direct
control of the region’s dominant Srpska
Lista do not face this issue. Kosovo’s public
broadcaster, which has a program in the
Serbian language, does not have a signal
in the north, because none of the cable
carriers that operate in that part of the
territory include RTK.

Internet governance and regulation of the digital space in Kosovo
provide open and equal access to users and content producers. People
have access to various communications technologies, including
television, phone, internet, and radio, so they are not blacked out by an
outage in one particular device. The country has widespread coverage
with 3G and 4G networks.
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Indicator 8: There are appropriate channels for government
information.

Kosovo has laws establishing people’s right to public information
that are in line with international standards and norms. However,
implementation is spotty, and responses are often slow and
incomplete. While this lack of response applies to journalists, civil
society organizations, businesses, and citizens seeking information, it
particularly hinders the work of media outlets, which rely on accurate
and timely information. The government operates in a culture of opacity,
and some officials wage an ongoing effort to sideline the Information
and Privacy Agency, which oversees the freedom of information law.

With the appointment of a commissioner for information, the agency
has facilitated access to public information, and there has been progress
in building access standards. But in the long run, these reforms could
overwhelm the agency with cases. The government has not yet fully
embraced the concept of open data, and some information continues
to be inaccessible on the internet. For governmental communication,
the Serbian-Albanian language barrier complicates the law’s
implementation, particularly for institutions directed by one or the other
language community. The public can freely

access court decisions, public contracts,

budget expenditures, and listings of

politicians’ assets. Journalists, civil society

activists, and experts use these open data

platforms in their work, but there is not

much information to indicate that they are

used by the general public.

The public does not seem to fear seeking

out government information, and no groups are systematically excluded
from exercising their right to information, but Kosovo Serbs often avoid
seeking information from the government out of a lack of trust.

Otherwise, panelists generally believe that government spokespeople
are considered a reliable source. However, the capacity of institutions to
communicate information is still not ideal and fraught with delays, and
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panelists agreed that the government’s many spokespeople and press
contacts do not communicate much with journalists or even answer
their questions.

Indicator 9: There are diverse channels for information flow.

Kosovo lacks a law requiring the disclosure of media owners, and its
prohibition on media consolidation lacks teeth. There is a need for
transparency in media ownership, editorial boards, and finances.
Even though the Independent Media Commission requires ownership
disclosure, most media and cable carriers disclose only the names
of contact persons or managing directors, not the owners. Media also
must register as businesses at the Business Registration Agency, where
they are obliged to disclose ownership and capital—but even there, true
ownership details are easily obscured.

The Independent Media Commission has been drafting regulations
for several years, but for now, media can be registered by one person
or company but bankrolled by someone else. Moreover, as Abit Hoxha,
a media researcher and consultant, observed, “Ownership exists on
paper for most media, but web sites do not include their ownership
information..” Current regulations that
allow cable operators to enter into
exclusive agreements with television
companies have contributed to the
dominance of a few cable companies.
The Independent Media Commission has
not granted new licenses for national
broadcasting transmitters, which have
exclusive rights to transmit analog signals
across the whole territory, and current
national license holders—some granted licenses more than two decades
ago—are not subject to relicensing.

The public service media’s educational programming is inadequate and
outdated. Public media has suffered a credibility loss throughout the
years by giving more coverage and favoring political parties in power,
even though 2021 brought some positive developments, with a new
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governing board and general director. There is no evidence that internet
service providers do not treat all communication channels equally.

Indicator 10: Information channels are independent.

The country’s information channels are not completely independent,
as ownership and funding of media organizations play a significant role
in shaping their editorial stances. There is a blurring of lines between
newsroom and business operations, with some media’s editorial stances
dictated by their owners’ political affiliations.

Still, a few media organizations uphold professional standards and
aim to put the interests of the public over their own fortunes. Such
is the case with Koha Group, which owns koha.net (news portal), KTV
television, and Koha Ditore (a newspaper that is now published only
digitally).

The government neither subsidizes nor advertises in private media.
Private media see this as unfair treatment, as public media receive direct
support from the budget but still compete with other media outlets for
advertising placements from businesses.

There are also concerns about the independence of the Independent
Media Commission, whose members are appointed by Parliament to
allocate frequencies and licenses and to oversee telecommunications
services. While efforts are being made to depoliticize this body, it is still
perceived as politically influenced.

The independence of information channels in the country is a complex
issue, shaped by a range of factors including ownership structure,
funding sources, and political affiliations. The situation requires closer
attention and efforts to ensure that the media can be a source of
impartial and trustworthy information for the public.
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Although Kosovo has legal protections for data privacy, there is a lack
of a cybersecurity strategy, and journalists and other stakeholders have
limited knowledge about digital security. The lowest scored indicator
of all four principles was on media literacy, as the panelists noted weak
media literacy education, with critical thinking not being emphasized
in the country’s education system. Freedom of expression and access to
information are generally exercised without adverse consequences, with
social media being the most preferred for free expression. Local media
outlets report on community issues and serve as a source of information
for larger media outlets, even though, they face resource constraints.

Indicator 11: People can safely use the internet due to
adequate privacy protections and security tools.

Kosovo has legal protections for data privacy, but no cybersecurity
strategy and little defense against cyberattacks. The country’s
journalists, policymakers, and citizens understand little about digital
security. RTK, Kosovo’s public broadcaster, has weathered occasional
cyberattacks but has been able to respond quickly. The appointment
of a commissioner for information and privacy has strengthened the
implementation of the law on personal data protection, which, however,
does not cover online activities or the internet in general.

Only some media outlets have taken steps to secure their websites, while
most use digital tools to prevent and mitigate Distributed Denial-of-
Service (DDoS) attacks. Media organizations’ digital hygiene practices
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are wanting, and they are just starting to become aware of the dangers
of the digital world. Cyberattacks on media websites are not rare and can
cause interruptions in their work. Law enforcement agencies have not
had the institutional capacity to investigate cyberattacks against media
outlets.

According to Avramovié, although some digital security training has
been organized for media professionals, journalists consider this to
be more relevant for information technology professionals and do not
take advantage of the opportunities. Younger and middle-aged people
generally have the necessary skills to protect themselves digitally and
are aware of the algorithms that drive what they see on social media, but
this is not the case for older or less-educated people.

Indicator 12: People have the necessary skills and tools to be
media literate

The government encourages media literacy but mainly relies on civil
society to foster it. Critical thinking is not emphasized in the education
system, and this deficiency is reflected among some media workers
too. Media and information literacy are not included in school curricula,
although computer/digital literacy is. There are no information and
media literacy programs aimed at
developing critical thinking skills.

There is a lack of general knowledge in
society about how social media uses user
data and promotes certain content through algorithms. There is no
national strategy for media education, although foreign donors support
various programs. They are not necessarily coordinated, though, and
can lack long-term goals. In recent years, two fact-checking tools and
websites, kallxo.com and hibrid.info, have been established to help
people debunk or expose disinformation. Hibrid.info is a project of the
Action for Democratic Society nongovernmental organization, while
kallxo.com, an anti-corruption reporting portal of Balkan Investigative
and Reporting Network (BIRN), recently joined the International Fact-
Checking Network, an international alliance of fact-checkers, and is part

66 Cyberattacks on media websites
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of a Meta program to verify Facebook and Instagram posts.*

Individuals can usually distinguish between high-quality and poor-
quality news, but there are a number of remaining challenges in media
literacy education and news verification.

Indicator 13: People productively engage with the information
thatis available to them

In Kosovo, journalists and civil society activists exercise their freedom
of expression and right to information without negative consequences.
While there are some public debate platforms—such as television talk
shows, or various roundtables—they are often dominated by the same
circle of people, typically men. Social media is the public’s preferred
platform for free expression and debate, although social networks are
often riddled with hate speech and disinformation spread for political
gain or because of differing ethnic, gender, and sexual views.

Kosovo’s constitution guarantees the right to express, distribute, and
receive ideas and other messages without obstacles, but some people
are not aware of their right to expression because of the limited public
discussion forums.

Still, a majority of people watch and trust
television stations, more than online news
portals. Public opinion research shows that
Kosovo’s citizens are not fully educated on
identifying information disorders. As cited
in a 2022 NDI report on information integrity in Kosovo, “On a scale from
1 to 5, they evaluate that the education system has prepared them to
do so at an average score of 2.9. They also find it somewhat difficult to
distinguish false narratives from true information.”

4 Vllahiu, Emirjeta. “Crypometer Will Verify the Facts of publications on Facebook and Instagram,”
Internews Kosovo. July 5, 2022. https://kallxo.com/gjate/krypometri-do-te-verifikoje-faktet-e-
publikimeve-ne-facebook-dhe-instagram/.

5  Information Integrity in Kosovo, NDI. July 2022. https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/
Information%20Integrity%20in%20Kosovo%20-%20Assessment%200f%20the%20Political%20
Economy%200f%20Disinformation.pdf.
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Indicator 14: Media and information producers engage with
their audiences needs

The media generally have an important role in informing, educating,
and cultivating societal tastes, and there are examples of good
collaboration between the media and the audience, especially when
reporting on cases of injustice. However, Kosovo’s media lack the digital
tools to understand their audiences’ needs. There is no independent,
qualitative research aimed at understanding audiences and only limited
guantitative research aimed at measuring

engagement. Because of the lack of “ The government encourages
media literacy but mainly relies on
civil society to foster it.

digitalization, there is also no quality
audience measurement for television.
Media Metri, a service offered by the private
survey company UBO Consulting, conducts
audience measurement for interested television stations. However, this
is very limited since it measures data only for 400 families/receivers.

Some media outlets use tools such as Google Analytics or hire someone
to do the analytics for them. This makes it difficult to assess how much
media organizations consider their potential audiences’ demands
or interests. Still, a comparison of an annual survey about the issues
people say are most important to them and what the media actually
cover shows a disconnect. In the United Nations Development Program’s
Public Pulse report, people typically name their economic and social
well-being as their top concerns, while the media focus on politics and
politicians. The homogeneous coverage of media also ignores specific
groups in society and their diverse needs and interests. Most of the
media have removed comments section from their websites, and they do
not filter or moderate comments on their official Facebook pages.

While there is transparency in media authorship, especially for media
regulated by the Independent Media Commission, there is not much
community engagement or consistent publishing of corrections.

Independent media and civil society organizations (CSOs) work well
together and generally value each other’s opinions and feedback, and
there are positive examples of media outlets striving to cover the work of
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CSOs adequately and publish CSO reactions on key issues; for example,
media outlets published CSO concerns regarding the recruitment
processes for the CEOs of key public utility companies.®

Indicator 15: Community media provides information relevant
for community engagement

A few media outlets in Kosovo can be considered community media,
with specific content for marginalized groups. These include media
organizations that focus on women’s rights
and equal participation in society, such as
QIKA (the Center for Information, Critique,
and Action), Grazeta, and Dylberizmi, which
advocates for the LGBTQ+ community.
These organizations provide essential
information targeted to their constituencies that is otherwise missing in
mainstream media. They have been particularly active in reporting on
gender-based violence and femicide, and their coverage has helped to
build public pressure and raise awareness of these issues.

While community media is relatively easy to establish and register, it is
generally not self-sustaining. These outlets often rely on funding from
political, business, or development groups, which can undermine
community trust.

Local media outlets, including websites and radio stations, mainly report
on issues concerning local communities and often serve as a source of
information for larger media outlets at that level. But they are short
on funds, staff, and expertise, and as a result might put out little or
subpar content. There are no community initiatives to support local and
community media through financial aid or volunteer work in the country.

The public broadcaster RTK does cover ethnic communities in Kosovo,
providing them with daily news and weekly programs on various topics.

6  “Civil Society Reacts in Relation to the Recruitment Processes of the Chief Executive Officer in
the Public Enterprises ‘Termokos’ Sh.A. and ‘Ibér Lepenc’ Sh.A,” Ekonomia Online. January 13,
2023. https://ekonomiaonline.com/shogeria-civile-reagon-ne-lidhje-me-proceset-rekrutuese-
te-kryeshefit-ekzekutiv-ne-ndermarrjet-publike-termokos-sh-a-dhe-iber-lepenc-sh-a/.
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Mainstream nonpartisan news and information sources exist in Kosovo
and citizens read and watch various media sources; however, the lack
of media literacy and critical thinking skills contribute to the spread of
misinformation and disinformation. The indicator on civil society’s use
of quality information received a score higher than all other indicators
in this year’s Kosovo study, highlighting the strong role of civil society
organizations in producing credible information and fighting against
misinformation. Media and CSOs play a crucial role in exposing
corruption and human rights violations, prompting government action
in some cases.

Indicator 16: Information producers and distribution channels
enable or encourage information sharing across ideological
lines.

Mainstream nonpartisan news and
information sources exist in Kosovo,
but they are not always appreciated by
audiences that sometimes veer toward
outlets that report the news first over those
that prioritize careful, accurate reporting.
Additionally, polarized, politically biased
media have led to polarized audiences and
heated exchanges on both traditional and digital platforms. Despite
ideological differences, people in Kosovo read and watch various media
sources and participate in exchanging information with those they
disagree with.
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&6 The public is active online through
comments, but online freedom of
speech is tested by verbal attacks
from supporters of the ruling
party against critics.
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Radio and online media elicit the most public feedback through call-
ins and comments. Besa Luci, editor-in-chief of Kosovo 2.0, observed,
“Discussions also often occur in social media around links for news
articles but rarely amount to constructive and analytical debates.
Instead, these platforms are often littered with insults, hate speech, and
corrosive arguments.”

The public is active online through comments, but online freedom of
speech is tested by verbal attacks from supporters of the ruling party
against critics. Despite differing ideologies, audiences read and watch
various types of media to understand the opinions of other parties on
an issue. People participate in exchanging information through social
media, where they are more likely to get an immediate response.

Avramovic stated, “For the Serb community, the exchange of opinions
through digital platforms only works well if it is anonymous and is often
defined by hate speech and the usage of vulgar terms.” Information
censorship and control by media outlets are prevalent in the Serb
community.

Indicator 17: Individuals use quality information to inform
their actions.

Quality information, as opposed to mal-information or disinformation,
plays a critical role in shaping people’s views on political or social
issues. But the lack of media literacy and critical thinking skills can
contribute to the spread of misinformation
and disinformation, discouraging citizen
feedback, cooperation with media, and
trust in media. Despite the low level of
media literacy, and even in the face of
biased reporting and misinformation,
people made decisions based on quality
information during the last national and
local elections. However, according to Zejnullahu, “There are cases
where disinformation and misleading information promoted mainly by
Serbian media targeting the Serb population in Kosovo have eroded
democratic traditions.”
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, misinformation and disinformation
helped shape people’s behavior. While some people follow fact-
based health and safety recommendations, others are susceptible to
conspiracy theories. According to a USAID-supported poll published
in April 2021, one-third of Kosovars believe in false COVID-19-related
narratives.” But despite this, Kosovo has
the highest vaccination rate in the region,®
demonstrating that media, government,
and civil society consistently made an effort
to spread accurate health information and
to combat misinformation.

Indicator 18: Civil society uses quality information to improve
their communities.

CSOs are a strong pillar of Kosovan society, producing credible
information that is trusted by the public. These groups also play an
important role in fighting against misinformation and disinformation.
Their work, however, is often covered only superficially by mainstream
media, and their experts are not sufficiently represented in television
debates. Independent media, in contrast, tend to follow the work and
research of CSOs closely. Citizen participation in the decision-making
processes is mainly facilitated through CSOs; there is little direct
involvement of citizens in public consultations.

Indicator 19: Government uses quality information to make
public policy decisions.

Government agencies hold few press conferences, and officials rarely
have any back-and-forth with civil society and the press, although the
government has an online platform, launched in 2018, to take comments
and other feedback from the public and civil society groups. When the
government does release information, it is generally accurate. Partly as a

7 Kosovo Public Opinion Poll, USAID and NDI. April 2021. https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/
NDI%20Kosovo%20Public%200pinion%20Poll%20-%20April%202021.pdf.

8  Balkan Barometer, RCC. 2022. https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/results/2/public.

& & Government agencies hold few
press conferences, and officials
rarely have any back-and-forth
with civil society and the press.
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result of this information vacuum, media and political debates are full of
speculation instead of facts.

Public discourse is heavily influenced by fake news and misinformation,
and politicians often rely on inaccurate information, citing online portals.

The panelists said some government
officials cite reputable news media or
information from civil society when
explaining their decisions if it suits their
interests. However, these sources are
sometimes used incorrectly or in bad faith.

Indicator 20: Information supports good governance and
democratic norms.

In Kosovo’s plodding fight against corruption, the government and
justice system do not always act on media or civil society revelations
of wrongdoing—although when police, prosecutors, and courts do take
action, it is usually only after journalists report on an issue.

Watchdogs in the media have made the government and public officials
more circumspect. According to Transparency International’s Corruption
Perception Index, Kosovo has made progress in fighting corruption,
getting its best score since 2012.°

Media and CSOs’ work on corruption, especially by monitoring and
publishing documents that expose corrupt affairs, has steadily reduced
opportunities for malfeasance. For example, reports on corruption in the
Health Insurance Fund led to the suspension of the fund’s director and,
shortly afterward, the resignation of the health minister. Starting in May
2022, journalist Saranda Ramaj from the Koha Group, wrote extensively
about how the funds were misused.

Panelists agreed that quality information, particularly from media
and CSOs, has prompted government action to address human rights

9  Isufi, Antigoné. “Kosovo’s Rise in Transparency’s Corruption Index Welcomed,” Prishtina Insight.
January 25, 2022. https://prishtinainsight.com/kosovos-rise-in-transparencys-corruption-index-

welcomed/.
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violations. For example, after an 11-year-old girl was sexually assaulted
by a group of men in a Prishtina park, media reports and pressure from
activists led to the ouster of the Kosovo police chief and pushed the
government to propose tougher consequences for those committing
sexual assault. However, it seems that more needs to be done to
fully address human rights violations by the national and local-level
governments. The European Commission’s yearly evaluation report for
Kosovo states that “the government’s capacity to streamline and oversee
fundamental rights policies and legislation requires improvement,
including in coordinating the mechanisms to protect human rights,
gender equality and non-majority communities, at both central and local
levels.”*

Continuous public pressure on the media to provide quality information
has elevated the quality of elections and decision-making, contributing
to ensuring free and fair elections at the national and local levels. GAP
Institute’s platform for monitoring mayors’ promises and reporting
on the fulfillment of those pledges provides an example: There were
approximately 22,000 visits to the site during 2022, while during the 2021
election season there were around 21,000 visitors in September and
October alone.!

10 Kosovo 2022 Report, European Commission. October 12, 2022. https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-10/Kosovo%20Report%202022.pdf.

11 “Promises of Mayors of Municipalities given during the 2021 local election campaign,” GAP
Institute, 2022. https://www.komunat.institutigap.org/Premtimet.
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Arta Avdiu, acting television director, Radio Television of Kosovo,
Prishtina

Goran Avramovi¢, editor in chief, RTV Kim, Caglavica

Arta Berisha, board member, Radio Television of Kosovo, Prishtina
Kreshnik Gashi, managing director, kallxo.com, Prishtina

Abit Hoxha, media researcher/consultant Norway (formerly Prishtina)

Violeta Hyseni Kelmendi, former board member, Independent Media
Commission, Prishtina

Flutura Kusari, media lawyer, Prishtina

Besa Luci, editor-in-chief, Kosovo 2.0, Prishtina

Imer Mushkolaj, director, Kosovo Press Council, Prishtina
Brikenda Rexhepi, editor in chief, Kohavision, Prishtina

Ardita Zejnullahu, executive director, Association of Kosovo Private
Electronic Media, Prishtina
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MONTENEGRO

Highly Vibrant (31-40): Quality information
is widely available in this country. People
have the rights, means, and capacity to ac-
cess a wide range of information; they rec-
ognize and reject misinformation.

Somewhat Vibrant (21-30): Quality infor-
mation is available in this country and most
of it is editorially independent, based on
facts, and not intended to harm. Most peo-
ple have the rights, means, and capacity
to access a wide range of information, al-
though some do not. Most people recognize
and reject misinformation, although some
do not.

Slightly Vibrant (11-20): Quality informa-
tion is available on a few topics or geogra-
phies in this country, but not all. While some
information is editorially independent,
there is still a significant amount of misinfor-
mation, malinformation, and hate speech
in circulation, and it does influence public
discourse. Most people do not recognize or
reject misinformation.

Not Vibrant (0-10): Quality information is
extremely limited in this country. The vast
majority of it is not editorially independent,
not based on facts, or it is intended to harm.
People do not have the rights, means, or ca-
pacity to access a wide range of information;
they do not recognize or reject misinforma-
tion; and they cannot or do not make choic-
es on what types of information they want
to engage with.
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Since the last parliamentary elections held in August of
2020, Montenegro remains in a protracted political crisis.
In April 2022, Montenegro voted in favor of a minority
government, backed by the opposition, hoping to lead
Montenegro into the European Union. Prime Minister
Dritan Abazovic aims to stabilize the nation’s internal
political and economic turmoil, as well as help with
its EU candidacy. However, in August 2022, Abazovic’s
government received a no-confidence vote after signing
a basic agreement on relations between Montnegro and
the Serbian Orthodox Church, backed by the nationalistic
regime of Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic.

Thepoliticalturmoil of 2022 interrupted Montenegro’s pro-
European leanings and lead the nation into an economic
crisis. Inflation rose 17 percent, food costs increased by
29 percent, and real estate and rent skyrocketed by 30
percent during the year, according to official government
statistics. Other government statistics for 2022 were
equally concerning: Unemployment shot up 20 percent,
and the nation’s debt soared to more than €4 billion ($4.3
billion) or 75 percent of its gross domestic product. Amidst
this political and economic strife, some 26,000 Russians
and Ukrainians immigrated to Montenegro, representing
over 4 percent of the population.

Overall, the media sector remained unchanged, except
that more TV stations are now under the direct control of
pro-Serbian, pro-Putin supporters. Montenegro’s media
community is increasingly serving political interests and
devolving into propagandistic discourse, eating away at
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the professional and ethical role of the media. Moreover,
online journalism is expanding and taking over traditional
media. People increasingly obtain information from
social media: 900,000 Facebook, Twitter and Instagram
accounts are in use in Montenegro.

The 2023 VIBE study reveals that media quality falls short
of the professional standards and norms that characterize
a free press in a liberal democracy. Key reasons include
political bias of newsrooms, misinformation and false
news influencing the internet and social networks, the
ongoing anti-Montenegrin and anti-European campaign
from Serbia, and poor investigative and in-depth
journalism due to limited funding. Although media laws
mostly align with European and other international
standards, the reality falls short. Professional media
unions and trade unions provide uncertain protections
for journalists, undermining media freedom and efforts
to strengthen the media sector’s standing within society.
Poor media literacy skills provide fertile ground for
propaganda and manipulation of public opinion. In
practice, only traditional media, along with some local
private media and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), deliver quality information. Political entities and
government bodies are prone to misrepresenting content
and suppressing facts, limiting the growth of democratic
thinking.
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The panelists gave average marks to the quality of information in
Montenegro. Society is flooded with numerous information streams, and
while traditional media present reliable information, nonprofessional
content producers on social media sites do not. Social networks and
numerous websites often share disinformation. In recent years, several
NGOs are striving to reveal fake media content by fact checking. Despite
this, panelists notice a rise in fake news and hate speech on the internet,
catalyzed by Montenegro’s political crisis and the Ukraine war.

Panelists expect the government to become more active in prohibiting
the dissemination of disinformation, though attempts have failed to
stop the distribution of fake news. Outlets do not sanction journalists
for violations. The media sector does not experience censorship
except when journalists withhold information that could harm them
professionally, given the lack of protections for journalists and the rise
in unresolved cases of physical attacks on them. Media platforms are not
sanctioned for publishing unsubstantiated information, and panelists
expressed the general opinion that Montenegro has significant room for
improvement on information quality.

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available.

The media landscape in Montenegro is growing, with 200 different media
outlets employing some 1,800 staff, providing comprehensive foreign
and national reporting. broadcast, for their content production. The
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country has special education centers run by professional associations,
such as the Montenegro Media Institute. NGOs provide journalism
training in reporting and ethics. Mainly traditional national and local
media participate in trainings, and other media, particularly online
platforms, are less likely to. As a result, panelists said this lack of training
leads to poor quality media content. However, media do cover a range
of topics, including political, economic, cultural, and social issues,
although the country still has not developed specialized journalism.
When covering public officials, the media focus on accountability.

Olivera Nikoli¢, acting director of the Montenegro Media Institute, noted
the media sector has adequate infrastructure, including print, broadcast
and digital. However, the content of some media is highly politicized,
influencing citizens in favor of media owners’ own interests. Four out
of five TV stations that offer national coverage are owned by native
Serbians, showcasing pro-Serbian viewpoints. Much of their content is
produced outside the country, limiting the public’s range of opinions
and information about national issues. In addition, Nikoli¢ said editorial
teams lack self-regulatory practices, and no collective self-regulatory
body exists to impartially protect professional standards.

The panelists agreed that misinformation on social networks decreased
over the past two years. However, some sites still manipulate public
opinion. Many media sites are in political centers in Serbia and therefore,
not independent. Despite the existing infrastructure, according to
Jelena Martinovic, journalist and editor of the daily Pobjeda, many
journalists cannot travel outside the country. This makes it difficult
to apply new, multidisciplinary and contemporary reporting tools to
collect information, using digital and foreign sources. “Montenegro’s
media does not have full journalistic independence and media policy is
influenced by editors and owners”, she added.

Sixty-five percent of Montenegro’s journalists say editors have extreme,
significant, or partial influence on reporting, and 40 percent claim media
owners have influence, according to the 2021 report, “Socio-economic
Positions of Media Professionals in Montenegro,” funded by the Balkan
Trust for Democracy Fund (a project of the German Marshall Fund) and
the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. A 2021 Digital Forensic Center
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(DFC) survey on media literacy, corona virus and citizens of Montenegro -
2021 - 2021 found 41 percent of 922 citizens surveyed think the media
reports differently on the same event, and almost 40 percent claim
the media omits important elements from the news, or ignore certain
events.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that content is based
on facts.

The panelists held the general view that traditional media are trying to
publish fact-based information. Professional content producers create
accurate information and do not intentionally attempt to disseminate
false information. Nonprofessional content producers typically do not
engage in fact-checking and often produce dubious or outright false
reports or politically motivated propaganda.

During 2022, the media criticized government bodies for producing false
information or outright government propaganda. The panelists agreed
that the media are trying to fact-check government information or
public officials’ statements, and to debunk
statements identified as disinformation.
The fight against disinformation is a daily
challenge in Montenegro, and specialized
NGOs are the best sources to disprove
fake news. An abundance of online
information -on websites, portals, and
social media- helps fact-check news.
“However, established, professional
media in Montenegro are not the source
of disinformation, nor do they publish
[fake news] intentionally,” according to
Nikoli¢. A serious source of disinformation
are tabloids from neighboring countries, especially Serbia, and some
of them are among the most popular in Montenegro, she added. IN4S,
a popular pro-Serbia right-wing online newspaper, is a major source of
disinformation. These media are not registered in Montenegro, even
though they operate here. Surveys and monitoring of established media

& & Panclists note that foreign
governments, particularly Serbia
and Russia, are disseminating
disinformation and hate speech
through media outlets they
control, which have editorial
policies aimed at undermining
Montenegrin sovereignty and
pro-Europe foreign policy.
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show that these outlets do not take responsibility for their accounts
on social networks, which are often a primary source of disputed
information, Nikoli¢ pointed out.

“Dissemination of fake news and disinformation through various
media channels and social platforms is at an all-time high,” noted
Samir Rastoder, editor-in-chief of Radio Petnjica, a local news platform.
Despite laws pertaining to disinformation, sanctions for fake news are
not enforced, and journalists are witnessing a trend where serious lies,
manipulations, and accusations are being disseminated by top public
officials, he said. “There are fact-checking tools, but apart from being
used for statistical purposes, they are useless,” he lamented.

Indicator 3: The norm for information is that content is not
intended to harm.

Panelists generally agreed that professional producers of media contents
do not create information to intentionally hurt anyone. The same,
unfortunately, cannot be said for nonprofessional producers of media
content, even though no clear evidence
exists of coordinated activities among
platforms disseminating toxic information.
Panelists note that foreign governments,
particularly Serbia and Russia, are
disseminating disinformation and hate
speech through media outlets they control,
which have editorial policies aimed at
undermining Montenegrin sovereignty and
pro-Europe foreign policy.

Certain respectable NGOs are engaged in
exposing foreign media disinformation.
One such organization is the Center
for Democratic Transition (Raskrinkavanje.me), which works in
collaboration with the International Fact-Checking Network. Another
is the Digital-Forensic Center, operating within the Atlantic Council of
Montenegro.
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The panelists observed that Prime Minister Abazovic often makes
irresponsible and arbitrary statements. On several occasions he has
threatened media companies, including City TV, and daily news site
Pobjeda. His statements undermine the credibility of the current
government, which, according to public opinion surveys, is supported by
just 4 percent of the electorate.

The absence of a self-regulatory body of influential media is a great
handicap. Self-regulation is decentralized due to decades-long
disputes among major media companies. “In Montenegro we do have a
professional code of journalists, but it does not apply to disinformation
and misinformation, nor does it compel media outlets to take
responsibility for moderating comments
on their social networks accounts,”
said Nikoli¢. For example, the popular
web portal IN4S, which disseminates
propaganda, disinformation, and hate
speech, is not officially registered in
Montenegro, and therefore bears no legal
responsibility for the content it publishes,
she noted. “Self-regulatory practices
are not sufficiently developed,” Nikoli¢
continued. “Ongoing legislative reform
does not foresee a ban of unregistered
media. However, it does discourage and even bans the public sector
from advertising in unregistered media.”

“Foreign governments media are disseminating hate speech and
disinformation against Montenegro,” added Martinovic. The most
obvious ones are Serbian and Russian media outlets. As far as
Montenegro outlets, web portals IN4S and Aktuelno, widely disseminate
hate speech by journalists who do not adhere to professional ethics,
even though they present themselves as legitimate media outlets and
are popular across the country. However, Martinovic said professional
media pay attention to information they disseminate and take
responsibility for content.

& & professional media are in the
worst possible situation, because
revenue sources from the local
market are insufficient to cover
the operations, even at the biggest
media companies,” said Boris
Darmanovic, CEO and founder of
Media New Holdings.
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Indicator 4: The body of content overall is inclusive and
diverse.

News sources are generally inclusive and diverse, according to the
panelists. Media disseminate information in all languages spoken
in Montenegro. Different media provide information from a broad
ideological and political spectrum, as well as from diverse experiences
and opposing viewpoints. Panelists agreed the Roma community is
underrepresented in media content. The professional media sector tries
to cover activities of all ethnic and religious communities, and local
media play a particularly important role in this respect. Gender diversity
is present in both professional and non-
professional media.

Poor representation of the Roma
community was particularly problematic
during the COVID health crisis, Nikoli¢
noted. In the past, media presented more
Roma-language content, but now few
media outlets use the Roma language,
including state-owned TV and Radio-RTCG.
The only Roma-oriented content was
reduced to a 30-minute weekly program on
national TV, Nikoli¢ said.

Media does not cover many issues related to persons with disabilities.
Youth-related issues are neglected as well. There are no media surveys
on young people that explore issues such as where they get their
information, what their topics of interests are, or whether the media
meets their needs, Nikolic explained. The survey, “Media Through
Gender Lenses,” by the Montenegro United Nations Development
Program (UNDP), notes that women make up the majority of journalists
in Montenegro. More women are anchors and editors of prime-time
news; yet key managerial positions are still overwhelmingly male. The
survey shows media outlets do not consider or promote gender equality,
despite recommendations from numerous international reports and
local regulations.
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Indicator 5: Content production is sufficiently resourced.

The lack of funding is a constant issue for all media content producers.
The government funds some information projects through its Fund for
Stimulating Media Pluralism and Diversity, which receives 0.09 percent
of the current national budget. Publications have no subscriptions
and national and local public media services depend on government
subsidies, opening them to political influence.

Advertising makes up the main revenue for private media, which comes
to about €11 million ($12 million) a year, which is not enough to support
a thriving media landscape, according to the panelists. Advertising
revenues increase by approximately €2 million ($2.2 million) during
electoral campaigns. The government pays for media advertisements,
raising objections over transparency and politicization of those ads.
The exact amount of the government’s advertising budget is unknown.
Journalists continue to struggle with low pay, with the average
journalist’s salary estimated at €600 ($648) per month. Low salaries are
an important reason journalists move to public and public relations
work in the private sector.

“Professional media are in the worst possible situation, because revenue
sources from the local market are insufficient to cover the operations,
even at the biggest media companies,” said Boris Darmanovic, CEO and
founder of Media New Holdings, which produces newspapers across
the country, “Some of them are funded from abroad, like, for example
the daily newspaper Vijesti, while other media are forced to rely on the
local market.” Often political institutions invest in small web portals
and meme creators, or quasi-influencers, rather than in real media,
since media still try to uphold professional standards. Darmanovic
notes media companies pay large amounts in taxes and social
networks do not, which is especially problematic. Media pay income
taxes for advertisements with funds that come from Montenegro that
target Montenegrin clients. Media also are responsible for payroll tax
for their staff, while the social networks do not. Social networks have
access to powerful tools, and software, while media companies do not
have enough funds to pay professional programmers and engineers to
develop competitive software.

Vibrant Information Barometer

“Every fourth journalist in Montenegro is earning between €500 and
€600 net ($540 to $647) per month, and 73 percent of journalists do not
receive any remuneration for overtime,” said Natasa Ruzic, political
science professor at the University of Montenegro. The Center for Civic
Education’s report, “Level the Playing Field for all the Media,” shows
there has been progress recently for funding transparency, Ruzic noted.

PRINCIPLE 2:
MULTIPLE CHANNELS: HOW INFORMATION
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Media regulations largely follow international journalistic and regulatory
standards and the European Convention for the Protection of Human
Rights and Freedoms. In 2020, Montenegro added two important laws:
The Law on Media and the Law on National Public Service, which are
currently enforced. Over the past two years, public debate has focused
on revising media laws, including those two. The new Law on Media draft
includes the definition of journalists as media professionals. It stipulates
that any person engaged in the collection, processing, shaping, sorting,
editing, or performing any other intervention on information for the sake
of publishing, whether a freelance or full-time employee for national or
international media outlets, is considered a journalist.

The panelists concurred that Montenegro has no political limitations
in terms of creating, distributing, and using information. Furthermore,
access to information channels is easy and unlimited, except for financial
limitations, such as subscriptions to cable TV, mobile phones, and the
internet. The government disseminates its information through all
available media channels including social networks. Information and
communication technology has progressed significantly in Montenegro.
Both public and private media are now available in digital form, and
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mobile telephones are omnipresent with four very competitive mobile
operators in the country. Internet service is available in all urban centers
and in larger rural regions.

Obtaining licenses for operating electronic media is problematic, due
to issues around unfair competition in the electronic media market.
Broadcasting foreign media through cable providers is threatening the
operations and revenue of local TV stations. Panelists agreed that TV
news channels are not independent, as their editorial policies are either
politicized or under the strong influence of their owners. This seriously
violates professional standards and the principle that media should
act in the public interest. There is obvious

political influence on the operations of

the state-owned and local councils’ public

media, violating the democratic principle

that publicly funded media should act in

the general population’s interest. Political

parties are clearly interfering in the work

of public media. In addition, publicly

owned media engages in self-censorship, which significantly limits the
development of high-quality and responsible journalism.

Indicator 6: People have rights to create, share, and consume
information.

Montenegro’s media regulations provide legal protection for free speech
and freedom of press. Laws are enforced in principle, but issues remain
as to how they are implemented. For example, in 2022 there were no
recorded violations of freedom of press by the government, except when
politicians gave an inappropriate statement. The public and media
criticize these actions. Generally speaking, government agencies do not
censor media. However, self-censorship exists, mostly in public service
media than in the private media sector.

Libel was decriminalized years ago and is no longer a felony. Now libel
claims end up in litigation before the courts as a civil matter. Physical
violence against journalists was minimal this past year, but many
disputable, unresolved, and controversial cases of attacks or pressures
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on journalists remain from previous years. The laws protect information
sources, but a controversial provision in the Law on Media states
journalists are obliged to reveal a source when necessary to protect
national security, the territorial integrity of the country, and public
health. At the same time, the Law on Media broadly protects journalists’
sources, with the exceptions noted above; with the decriminalization of
libel, Montenegro does have something of a legal framework to protect
the work of journalists.

Montenegro laws guarantee a free press and media freedom, but the
current deep political crisis is impacting the media sector, according to
Nikoli¢. High profile officials are targeting
journalists who criticize the government,
and deep social divisions have also
polarized the media and influenced a
negative environment for journalists’
work, she added. In addition, politicians
are boycotting news outlets if they dislike
its reporting. Journalists are under
pressure to do their job professionally; however, politicians, through
their inappropriate statements, encourage citizens to express their
dissatisfaction with social problems by making inflammatory statements
that target the media. This is essentially an attack on media freedom,
leading journalists to self-censor, she said.

“The Montenegrin Constitution and the Law on Media are protecting free
speech, and media legislation, and the Montenegrin Code of Journalists
are protecting the journalists, but only on paper,” Ruzic pointed out.
According to the Trade Union of Media of Montenegro, 2021 saw 54
active legal cases with charges of violation of individual rights. Journalist
Nenad Zecevic of daily Pobjeda faced charges of disclosing classified
information and was pressured to reveal his source. Freelance journalist
Jovo Martinovic was sentenced to prison in 2021 under allegations of
drug trafficking. Although rights groups have criticized Montenegro’s
government for lack of evidence in the case, the government pressed for
a conviction.

Dusko Kovacevic, a blogger, commented on attacks against journalists:
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“Recently, gruesome retributions against journalists and media assets
have occurred, including the killing of an editor-in-chief; beatings and
intimidations,” he said, “But today we basically ha