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Uniting for Democracy - 

Supporting Free & Independent Media 
   

In the framework of Team Europe Democracy 
Founded in September 2021, Team Europe Democracy (TED) Network propels 

research, networking and building a knowledge hub. Coopera on comprises 
the workstreams of accountability and rule of law; poli cal par cipa on 
and inclusion as well as media and digitalisa on. The Network is built by 

15 Member States and 75 Think-tanks and European CSOs.

2024 Appeal of Austrian Media  
Professionals & Academia 

,  
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OUR COMMON CONCERN 10 Challenges & Recommendations  

to foster independent media & digital democracy 
 

Deeply concerned about the threats to democracy, 

The decline of trust in institutions and information reliability, 
 

Standing for media sustainability, independence and diversity 

as well as the mutually reinforcing pillars of democracy,  
 

We call for targeted support for all who work in the media ecosystem, 
journalists, bloggers, media professionals. 

 

Topical support is urgently needed, 

responsive to the digitalisation of the information ecosystem, 
fake news and challenges of AI, and 

strengthening the capacities and skills of media professionals to 
perform their business. 

 

The quest for independent information, 

on which the functioning of any democratic institution relies, 

is a mandate from the public in the interest of its own. 
 

Quality journalism isn’t just about having an opinion,  

it is about strengthening democracy by enabling information ex-
change and true dialogue. 

 

Vienna, February 2024 
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Art. 19 

“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression;  
this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference  

and to seek, receive and impart informa on and ideas through  
any media and regardless of fron ers.” 

 

Purpose of the Appeal 
Informa on governance is changing. What we need is responding to new scenarios and threats to 
media freedom. Why? 

We live in a new era of geopoli cal shi s, mul polarity and the compe on of world orders.1 Polari-
sa on is rising, open space closing, and what is more, human rights at large eroding.2 As a ma er of 
fact the governance map is being rewri en. 72 percent of the world's popula on already live in auto-
cra c systems, compared to 46 percent a decade ago.3 

Freedom of opinion and expression are essen al for the full development not only of the human be-
ings, but of democra c socie es as well.4 Therefore, the 1991 Windhoek Declara on, a now universal 
declara on calling for free, independent and pluralis c press, was enhanced by the Windhoek Decla-
ra on plus 305 s pula ng informa on as a public good. In 2015, SDG 16 addresses the need to adopt 
and implement cons tu onal, statutory and/or policy for public access to informa on.6 In 2022, Aus-
tria ini ated a poli cal declara on in the framework of the Vienna High Level Conference on the 
Safety of Journalist, which more than 50 countries have already ra fied.   

But the quest for full freedom of informa on meets new emerging threats to which free & independ-
ent media support must adapt. However, prac ce shows that media capture by poli cal and business 
interests, shutdowns, reloca on condi ons, content modera on and pla orma za on at large, as 
well as targe ng journalists’ safety, worsen in many parts of the world. According to UNESCO, be-
tween 2006 and 2021, over 1.200 journalists were killed. 22 percent of Ukrainian media outlets lost 
their offices following the Russian invasion, and 46 percent of staff have been reduced.  

How to safeguard healthy informa on ecosystems as the very pillar of democra c space?  

By our appeal, we like to s mulate support for free and independent media including press freedom, 
which are essen al for democracy. It is meant as an enabler for further pres gious work on the adop-

on of a new strategic framework and implementa on plan in the field.7 
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Independent media under pressure – State of play 

Nexus media, development & democracy 

Free media are the advocates of open society in 
the datafied age.  

Defending media is defending the core of demo-
cra c socie es, is the credo of Teresa Ribeiro, 
Representa ve on Freedom of the Media in her 
address before the Council of the OSCE on 23 No-
vember 2023 in Vienna.8  

Building fair and just socie es, ensuring meaning-
ful and effec ve ci zen engagement and promot-
ing a peaceful balance of interests depend on ac-
curate and impar al free media as diagnosed in 
the dra  principles for independent media sup-
port, currently consulted between members and 
affiliates of the OECD Network on Governance.9                                   IDEA, State of Democracy 20231 

On democratic space 
Democra c socie es are stronger when they can rely on voices of reference, which ac vely dissem-
inate informa on of public interest and contribute the informed decision-making. In performing 
that quest, free & independent media are essen al cornerstones of democracy.10  

To accompany dynamics of democracy, informa on systems, from data provenance, crea on, ex-
change and flow to end-u lisa on of informa on, must have the capacity to absorb change, adapt, 
and transform.11 Media infrastructures, to be taken serious, have to prove reliability, handle plurality, 
act with objec vity, show transparency, secure provenance and authen city as well as be protected 
from poli cal interference. All factors will play a crucial role for democracies to survive.12  

16 percent of world popula on fear a decline of press freedom, as the WEF Global Risks Report 2024 
recently revealed.13 Such decline has always correlated with democra c recession and the rollback in 
poli cal freedom worldwide.14 And again today, authoritarian regimes tend to expand censorship and 
media repression while embarking on more asser ve, aggressive, and militarized foreign policies.  

Growing threats to media freedom – The new environment 
Today, integrity of independent media as democra c ins tu ons, professional quality journalism and 
informa on as a public good are under threat by many disrup ve causes: 

 Disrup ve aspects of social media, and the collapse of tradi onal business models; 
 Hypersonic spread of MDMs (mis/dis/malinforma on) elici ng dwindling public trust; 
 Crushing media capture by state authori es and big tech-media clusters; 
 Threats to the safety of journalists in situa ons of emergency15; and 

 The subtle “vessels of authoritarianism”. 
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Alarming megatrends 
First: Shrinking space and loss of trust in information 

According to Reporters without Borders World Press Freedom Index, 
in only 52 of 180 countries, press freedom has been marked as ‘good 
enough’.16 In addi on to this, there is a growing and alarming mistrust 
in media. With genera ve AI, disinforma on actors have been given 
potent technologies with low produc on costs, making it easier to 
create high quality, convincing fakes - images, audio, video - at scale.17 

V-Dem, Democracy Report 202318 

Second: Downward spiral of democratic information systems 

V-Dem Ins tute repor ng 
documented that the level 
of democracy enjoyed by 
the average global ci zen 
in 2022 has deteriorated 
to levels last seen in 
1986.19 Globally, half of all 
countries saw a decline in 
at least one indicator of 
democracy in the last five 
years. A steady rise in pop-
ulist authoritarianism re-
sulted finally in electoral  

                              V-Dem, Democracy Report 2023 

autocracies as the most common regime type worldwide. Courts and independent, regulatory bodies 
have stepped in where execu ves and legislatures weakened over me. Countervailing ins tu ons 
such as human rights organiza ons and electoral management bodies, as well as civil society networks, 
popular movements and inves ga ve journalists, play an irreplaceable role in defending democracy.20 

Third: Meaningful dialogue as a democratic pillar is in decline 

SDG 16 is linked to the state of dialogue in socie es. Jürgen Habermas, German philos-
opher, established four criteria of dialogue which are decisive for democra c structures, 
social cohesion and comba ng fragmenta on: Understanding what the other says, 
acknowledgement as true, honest u erance, and morally reasonable implica ons. Suc-

cessful dialogue diminishes silos, dismantles echo chambers, reduces news avoidance, and detects re-
pression. All these phenomena work to the detriment of press freedom, and hence limit the perfor-
mance of their democra c role.21  
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What we speak about 
Media freedom and public interest. Today’s media freedom crisis requires a systemic response that 
unites all cross-sectoral actors in a shared vision. This vision strives for informa on integrity and 
healthy informa on ecosystems and may be translated into reality by independent media.  
 
Actors. Public interest represents a powerful social norm and media profession’s social func on is 
that of a ‘trusted third party’ for socie es and individuals.22 It is not only the highest professional 
ideal pu ng the right to free expression in the centre but has the poten al to figure as the unifying 
vision for all cross-sectoral actors, to name a few: 
 Civil society advocacy: Commi ee for the Protec on of Journalists, Reporters Without Borders, 

Interna onal Press Ins tute, UN Safety of Journalists Focal Points, Summit for Democracy Media 
Freedom Cohort, Global Inves ga ve Journalism Network, Legal Network for Journalists at Risk; 

 Media development community: Media Freedom Coali on, Global Forum for Media Develop-
ment, Center for Interna onal Media Assistance, bilateral donors; 

 Democra c governments: diplomacy, humanitarian and security actors; 
 Big tech pla orms: meta, google, TicToc, X, as well as  
 Academia and research ins tutes: IDEA Stockholm, V-Dem Gothenburg, Organized Crime and 

Corrup on Repor ng Project, Carnegie Endowment23 

Public interest media 
According to IFPIM24, public interest media crea ng and distribu ng content… 
 … exist to inform the public or help to ensure that power is held to account; 
 provide fact-based informa on in a trustworthy manner; 
 commit to the demonstrable pursuit of truth, for example through sourcing prac ces and the 

representa on of the audiences it hopes to serve; 
 are editorially independent; 
 are transparent about processes, finances and policies used to produce it.25 

Informa on ecosystem and informa on integrity: Informa on ecosystems consist of much more 
than fact repor ng, comprising complex adap ve systems that include data infrastructure, tools, me-
dia, producers, consumers, curators, and sharers.26 In these contexts, media are classified as trust-
worthy when standards of editorial independence, journalis c methods, ethical rules and transpar-
ency are met (Journalism Trust Ini a ve), as s pulated in the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA) 
of January 24, 2024.  

Independent media, however, because of tradi onal business models and their public service-ori-
ented mandate could easily disappear. The resul ng news deserts will mean a less informed public, 
less accountable people in power, and less democra c governance (Courtney C. Radsch, 2023). 
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Top 10 Challenges 
Democracy is underpinned by the pluralism of independent media. How to support this landscape ap-
propriately? To get a full picture of challenges that will shape the future of independent media, differ-
ent actors may be dis nguished, or a meline be drawn according to the degree of crisis escala on. 
Consider the following overview27:  

Challenges, actorwise 

On the consumers side (UNMET DEMO-
CRATIC DEMAND) 
 Closing democra c space: less and un-

reliable informa on created by threats 
to informa on as a global public good, 
informa on integrity and the overall 
func oning of the informa on ecosys-
tem at large 

On the media outlets side (IMPACT ON MEDIA 
PROFESSIONALS) 
 Physical safety, harassment & violence  
 Digital safety, Censorship & Closing 

Space by spyware (Pegasus), MDMs, and  
weaponiza on of informa on laws and  
privacy protec on 

 

On the producer side (ADAPTATION TO 
NEW BUSINESSES) 
 Changing business models & working 

condi ons by shi /loss of audiences, 
digitalisa on, financing  

 Upholding standards & ethics by self-
regula on (“Press Councils”), labelling 
efforts to prove reliability 
 

On state and business structures  
(RESPONSIBILITY) 
 Legisla on regarding big tech pla orms 

“pla orma za on”, content modera on 
and media capture by poli cal and busi-
ness interests, ownership transparency 

 Fair value chain: protect authors &  
make data provenance transparent /  
cer fica on of reliable media 

Challenges, by timeline 

Repression (GROWING AUTORITARIANISM) 
 Creeping bad prac ce of non-demo-

cra c regimes with focus on game 
changers, foreign correspondents, and 
inves ga on, as well as lack of pre-
paredness of media 

Crisis (FRAGILITY, CONFLICT, AND WAR) 
 Living through emergency situa ons 

such as takedown no ces, shutdowns, 
surveillance, reloca on and ex nc on, to 
be countered by e.g. backups, webhost-
ing, reloca on plans, HEFAT & PPE28,  
visa and arrival informa on 

A short glossary 
Mis-/Dis-/Malinforma on (MDM) stand for contemporary propaganda, disinforma on by troll farms 
and others and online harassment campaigns leveraging the design of informa on communica on 
technology pla orms and the (AI-fuelled content modera on systems that undergird social media. 
Pla orma za on means increasing penetra on of digital pla orms like meta, google, TicToc and X 
and their economic, poli cal, and infrastructural logic into the informa on ecosystem in ways that 
fundamentally affect the opera ons, business strategies, and editorial choices of the journalism field. 
It has opportuni es and constraints. Content Modera on (COMO), specifically, is experienced by 
news media through content or account removals, (de-)priori za on, de-/promo on, shadow ban-
ning, and (de-)mone za on.29  
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Top 10 Recommendations 
To manage these challenges, our aim is twofold: First, we encourage increased ODA eligible funding for 
independent media in post-print, informa on-driven socie es. Second, donors should seek to improve 
the quality of informa on ecosystems that empower media to stay independent, sustainable and resil-
ient. Lessons iden fied comprise:  

Practical suggestions and entry points  

1. Developing sustainable fair business models and resiliency, protec ng intellectual property  

2. Suppor ng locally led, evidence-based, and demand-driven solu ons 

3. Making fit for the use of genera ve AI, and preven ng uniden fiable informa on flows  

4. Providing targeted support for female media professionals and local (niche) media 

5. Promo ng safety for women, community-based and inves ga ve journalists 

6. Strengthening legisla on countering online harassment, propaganda, spyware and MDMs  

7. Comba ng media capture through transparency regarding ownership and data provenance30 

8. Offering legal support and providing low-threshold legal advice, including on SLAPPs 

9. Raising awareness and trust by “Journalist Trust Ini a ve” & sensibilisa on campaigns 

10. Enhancing preparedness & emergency response, migratory solidarity and networking 

What we need is a fresh toolbox for Independent Media Support. 

Vienna, February 2024 

Signees and Supporters 
Austrian Press Club Concordia, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) Austria, Story Institute, International Press 
Institute Austria (IPI), ERSTE Foundation, The Defence Horizon Journal (TDHJ Special Edition), Global Studies 
Master of the University of Graz, The New School of Multilateralism (NSM) 

Maria Scholl, Editor-in-Chief Austria Presse Agentur, Doris Helmberger, Editor-in-Chief Die Furche, Martina 
Salomon, Editor-in-Chief Der Kurier, Christian Ultsch, Die Presse, Thomas Seifert, Journalist, Daniela Kraus, 
Press Club Concordia, Maribel Königer, Communications Director, ERSTE Foundation, Wolfgang Petritsch, 
President of the Austrian Institute for International Affairs, Prof. Manfred Nowak, Secretary General of the 
Global Campus of Human Rights, Amb. Dr. Georg Lennkh, Prof. Mag. DDr. Oliver Rathkolb, University of Vi-
enna, Dr. Thomas Greminger, Ambassador, Exec. Director Geneva Center for Security Policy, Prof. Dr. Peter 
Hilpold, University of Innsbruck, Prof. Stephen Turner, University of South Florida, Michael Zinkanell, Direc-
tor of the Austrian Institute for European  and Security Policy (AIES), Stefani Weiss, Bertelsmann Foundation, 
Thomas Goiser, Communication Strategy Consultant, Podcast Host (sicherheitsbewusst), Prof. Patrick Terry, 
University of Kehl, Beate Mayr-Kniescheck, Content Strategist, Philip Röhr MA.BA., Mag. Margarete Janisch, 
Almerie Collorado-Mannsfeld, Mag. Alexander Helpferer, Dr. Karla Krieger, EAD, Dr. Friedarike Santner, Elec-
tions and Development Consultant, Gunther Neumann, Herbert C. Kelman Institute, Dietmar Pichler, Disin-
formation Resilience Network, Mag. Rainer Newald, Secretary General of the Austro-American-Society, Prof. 
Dr. Michael Drmota, TU Wien, Matthias Wasinger, Ph.D., Austrian Armed Forces, Mag. Caroline Altenburger, 
Office UN Special Envoy for the Horn of Africa, Assoz.-Prof. Dr. Peter Knees, TU Wien, Amy Brouilette and 
Marsela Pecanac, International Press Institute, Erhard Stackl, Journalist, Lukas Wank, Global Responsibility - 
Platform for Development and Humanitarian Aid, Prof. Mark Coeckelbergh, University of Vienna, Mag. Dr. 
Anna Graf-Steiner, MA, Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for Research on Consequences of War. 

Initiator and correspondence: 
Prof. Mag. Dr. Ursula Werther-Pietsch,  
email: Ursula.werther-pietsch@univie.ac.at  
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