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Restrictive legal measures that limit freedom of expression; the stigmatizing and 

intimidating discourse against media outlets and journalists from the highest levels of 

power and a growing climate of polarization and hostility between media 

professionals and the government, are the issues that cause most concern to 

international organizations that defend freedom of expression in the world. 

This has been expressed by organizations such as the International Press Institute 

(IPI) in its final report about Ecuador published this week, and similar organizations 

such as the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), Amnesty International, the 

World Association of Newspapers and News Publishers (WAN-IFRA), the Inter 

American Press Association (IAPA), Human Rights Watch (HRW), Reporters 

Without Borders (RSF), among others. 

IPI published its report on the basis of information gathered from 7 to 11 May this 

year, when it undertook a press freedom mission in Ecuador. It concluded that the 

private media in the nation are being "targeted "by the government of President 

Rafael Correa. 

Before going into details about this report, it is worth recalling what other 

organizations have reported about the situation of freedom of expression in the 

country. 

CPJ, in its report “Ecuador under Correa: confrontation and repression", published in 

September 2011, affirms that Rafael Correa’s administration has led Ecuador to a 

stage where the repression of freedom of expression has become widespread "by 

interrupting news programs broadcasted by private media to impose the official 

viewpoint, promoting restrictive legal measures, launching smear campaigns against 

critics and prosecuting journalists for defamation”. 

Human Rights Watch in its annual report on Ecuador released in January this year, 

asserted that laws that restrict freedom of expression are still valid in the country, a 

problem that could become even worse because of new regulations promoted by 

President Rafael Correa in a context of confrontation with a sector of the press. 

"Criminal defamation laws that restrict freedom of expression remain in force and 

Correa has used them repeatedly against his critics."In regard to this matter, the 



 

organization referred to the draft legislation on Communication whose articles “could 

open the door to media censorship”.   

WAN-IFRA denounced in its latest report on Ecuador, released in mid-January 2012, 

the "rapid deterioration of the situation of press freedom" in the country, where it 

detected a "growing climate of polarization and hostility between media professionals 

and the government”.  

The report also revealed the contradictions between an official discourse that 

encourages plurality in the media and authoritarian practices by the President of the 

Republic. 

Meanwhile, Amnesty International documented the case of 24 social leaders in 

Ecuador "who have been the victims over the past year and a half of what appear to 

be unfounded accusations and arbitrary detentions", while questioning the increase 

in social conflict in Ecuador and the criminalization of social protest. 

The organization 'Reporters Without Borders' in its latest report on the situation of 

press freedom in 2011, stressed that Ecuador has not yet decriminalized so-called 

press offences. 

In a statement released by the organization last August, after the Ecuadorian State 

granted asylum to the founder of Wikileaks, Julian Assange, it expressed that 

although the Ecuadorian government has wanted to appear "as a defender of 

freedom of expression in the eyes of the international community" (...) "attacks on 

press freedom and media in general continue to be frequent in Ecuador". 

Aggressions such as the "seizure of media outlets, closure of radio stations, 

exorbitant fines against certain newspapers and accusations against opposition 

journalists illustrate a grim reality for journalism," stated RWB. 

The IAPA, in its report presented in the context of the 68th General Assembly that 

ended on 16 October in Brazil, affirmed that in our country "full freedom of 

expression and information does not exist, "stating that "the government (President 

Correa) is making decisions that worsenit". 

This organization believes that in Ecuador "the courts continue handing down 

criminal sentences for such things as contempt and defaming the authorities” and 

that "the regime continues to use public resources to systematically attack and 

“deny” what the media, journalists and people with opposing views say”. 

The organization exhorted the Ecuadorian government and other powers of the State 

to make decisions that “respect” the Inter American Democratic Charter and the 

National Constitution. 



 

The OAS Office of the Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression, in its 2009 

and 2010 reports, described in detail the aggressions against communicators and 

the media in the country. On finding that there is a growing climate of polarization "in 

which the attacks and threats against journalists and media outlets of all editorial 

lines have increased," it recalled that "the State’s agents should strive to reduce the 

levels of risk of the people most threatened and adopt efficient mechanisms of 

protection”. 

 

The organization urged the State to investigate and clarify "serious acts of violence 

registered against journalists" while calling authorities to promote a culture of 

"respect for diverse thinking and to refrain from making statements that, in some way 

or another, could promote a climate of social intolerance”. 

 
In its 2011 report on aggressions against journalists and media, the Office of the 
Special Rapporteur reiterated the importance of creating a climate of respect and 
tolerance for all ideas and opinions, and recalled Principle 9 of the IACHR’s 
Declaration of Principles, which establishes that "the murder, kidnapping, intimidation 
of and/or threats to social communicators, as well as the material destruction of 
communications media violate the fundamental rights of individuals and strongly 
restrict freedom of expression. It is the duty of the state to prevent and investigate 
such occurrences, to punish their perpetrators and to ensure that victims receive due 
compensation”. 
In addition, the Office of the Special Rapporteur noted with concern the "increased 
use of criminal contempt and defamation laws, as well as civil laws that could lead to 
the imposition of disproportionate penalties on individuals who have publicly express 
criticism of high-ranking public officials in Ecuador”. 
 

The final Report about IPI’s mission to Ecuador stresses that during its visit to 
Ecuador, it witnessed clear actions of intimidation and attacks on journalists and the 
media. 

IPI believes Correa has maintained a hostile attitude towards the press, which further 

deepened the political crisis that took over Ecuador in September 2010, described by 

the Government as a coup attempt. His attitude responded to the consequences 

experienced as a result of the banking crisis unleashed in the late 80's. 

At that time, the media were owned by bankers, so that amid the crisis they gave 

more importance to business interests. On 8 July 2008, the Ecuadorian State seized 

195 companies that belonged to the Isaías Group, among them media outlets. Four 

years later, however, they have not been sold and are therefore under the 

administration of the government. 

One of the issues that concerns IPI, apart from the climate of hostility towards the 

press, is the hate speech towards the media generated by the President of the 



 

Republic himself with epithets such as: "mediocre and corrupt press", "enemies of 

the revolution" and "ink assassins", which is repeated in presidential addresses. 

 

In regard to this matter IPI stated that "attacks against journalists are more serious 

when they come from the government. It is contradictory to think that press freedom 

is respected when journalists are being publicly harassed and bullied. Verbal 

violence generates physical violence and it is unacceptable that the president is the 

chief promoter of this kind of aggression”.  

 

As part of this issue, IPI also mentioned that this same speech is replicated 

through the media in national chains, abusing the duration and frequency of the 

same."The media has been used as part of campaigns to discredit journalists and 

media-related organizations. Examples include the accusations that the press, 

especially the newspaper El Comercio, were behind the assassination of ex-

president Eloy Alfaro, a theory promoted by President Correa. The calling into 

question of Fundamedios and its director, César Ricaurte, after the organization 

delivered a presentation on press freedom in Ecuador before the Inter-American 

Human Rights Commission in October 2011, was also broadcast via chain”, says the 

report. 

 

IPI also refers to a legal framework that does not favor the press and the practice of 

journalism and, in general, ensures that the media feel concern about recently 

approved laws and a number currently being written or discussed, which constitute 

an attempt to limit the media more and more. 

 

For this Vienna-based organization, the new legal framework as a whole has the 

effect of intimidating the press and granting the government the power to restrict the 

publication of information not to its liking. 

 

As part of those principles, IPI quoted the approval of the Referendum, which led to 

the limitation of actions and participation of institutions of the private financial system 

in outside enterprises. AEDEP challenged the proposal before the Constitutional 

Court, alleging that it entails not only the restriction but also the abrogation itself of 

fundamental constitutional rights and guarantees for both private media companies 

as well as their directors. 

Anti-trust Law The ruling party proposed the law as an attempt to change the 

structures of power in the country. The measure seeks to economically weaken the 



 

press, while affecting its independence because "nobody will want to invest in 

media" according to IPI sources. 

Organic Law on Elections and Political Organizations In February of this year, 

the National Assembly approved the reforms to articles 203 and 207 of the electoral 

law, better known as the “Democracy Code”. 

Article 203 established that:"the media will abstain from promoting directly or 

indirectly, whether through special reports or any other form, messages that indicate 

support or opposition to any given political thesis (...)”.While article 207 forbids the 

media from publishing “any kind of information prepared by public institutions”, and 

from disseminating electoral propaganda (...) 48 hours prior to the vote. 

In the case of the bill for the Organic Communication Law, this organization 

believes that “the biggest threat to press freedom comes in the form of the 

Regulatory Council, which has excessive authority and whose members may not be 

truly independent, given the high level of polarization in the country and the 

government’s overt interest in punishing the press”. It also finds that there are 

provisions that because of their "vagueness" might lend themselves to subjective 

interpretations, such as the one that holds the media responsible for contents that 

harm human rights and State security. 

 

Another project under discussion mentioned by IPI is the reform of the Penal Code, 

which was questioned because it maintains prison sentences for people who commit 

slanderous offences (article 117), with higher penalties when the offended party is an 

authority (article 119 ). 

 

In regard to this matter, it asserts that organizations that work for press freedom 

explained to IPI that despite the elimination of the majority of criminal penalties for 

insult and contempt, provisions for crimes committed by the press remain.“The 

proposal related to the Penal Code changes the section on contempt, but adds three 

or four criminal penalties that make the work of journalists or social groups that may 

want to express themselves more dangerous”. 

 

Anthony Mills, IPI Deputy Director stated that "while many Latin American countries, 

such as Mexico, Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina or Costa Rica, have undertaken efforts 

to decriminalize contempt, Ecuador has resorted to these laws with increasing 

frequency over the last few years to punish the critical press. If the intention is to 

modify the Criminal Code and the sanctions for the crime of offences, it is especially 

necessary to remove the penalty of imprisonment when the offended party is a public 

official, who should be subject to greater scrutiny”. 



 

 

The Telecommunications Law bill – which proposes that television and radio 

frequency licenses have a term of validity of 15 years, renewable for up to a total of 

30 years by means of direct allocation, and then be put out to tender for new 

allocation – was also questioned by this organization because although with this bill 

the government offers to “democratize access to frequencies”, media organizations 

interpret the measure as another regulation that would weaken the media. 

 

On the other hand and after mentioning some legal processes against journalists 

and media outlets such as the El Universo case and the lawsuit against the authors 

of the book Big Brother (El Gran Hermano), IPI asserted that these processes have 

led many colleagues and employers to self-censor to avoid becoming a target of 

future legal actions, fines or verbal criticisms.“It was common to hear that reporters 

have become more rigorous, to avoid being object of lawsuits or public 

accusations.IPI is concerned that the number of investigations that could be 

considered critical is dwindling and that pessimismhas filled newsrooms”, states the 

report. 

 

In addition, the organization questioned free access to information in the sense that 

certain reporters who are identified as being employed by critical media have no 

access to government institutions or have more difficulty accessing official sources. 

 

Finally, this organization also expressed its concern about "other means of 

intimidation" that indirectly affect press freedom in the country, such as the tax on 

paper or repeated visits by public officials to check on the media outlets’ 

management, among others. 

IPI also pointed out that there is no dialogue between the Ecuadorian government 

and the media, or between private and State-managed media journalists, and that 

the polarization and radicalization of the conflict prevent a necessary and healthy 

debate. 

 
In meetings with official authorities, IPI offered itself as an intermediary in the conflict 
between the government and the press. The same proposal was presented to the 
country’s vice-president, Lenín Moreno, who, according to the organization, assured 
that press freedom is guaranteed and acknowledged that there is a lack of dialogue 
between the parties in conflict. Moreno, moreover, accepted being the government’s 
mediator. 
 

Read the full report Here 

 

http://www.freemedia.at/fileadmin/media/Documents/IPI_mission_reports/Ecuador_Mission_Report.pdf


 

 


