
2011-2012 World Press Freedom Index
25.01.2012

Reporters Without Borders 
promotes and defends the 
freedom to be informed and 
to inform others throughout 
the world. Based in Paris, it 
has ten international offices 
(Berlin, Brussels, Geneva, 
Madrid, Montreal, New York, 
Stockholm, Tunis, Vienna and 
Washington DC) and more than 
150  correspondents in all five 
continents.

47, rue Vivienne
75002 Paris, 
Tel. : 33 1 44 83 84 56
Fax : 33 1 45 23 11 51
presse@rsf.org 
Read more :
www.rsf.org

EUROPE AND EX-URSS

European Union more 
heterogeneous, Balkans 
facing EU entry challenge

While Finland and Norway again share first 
place, Bulgaria (80th) and Greece (70th) have 
kept their status as the European Union’s 
bad performers. Targeted attacks and death 
threats against journalists marked the past 
year in Bulgaria, where concerns about print 
media pluralism grew. In Greece, the econo-
mic crisis highlighted the fragility of its media 
while photographers and cameramen cove-
ring demonstrations were exposed to condi-
tions resembling war zones. Hungary fell 17 
rungs to 40th place after adopting a law giving 
the ruling party direct control over the media 
and amending its constitution in December. 
The precedent set by this legislation, adop-
ted with little comment from other EU mem-
ber states, has further dented the European 
model’s credibility.

France is still in a disappointing position 
(38th), as concern continues about protection 
of the confidentiality of sources and the ability 
of investigative journalists to cover influential 
figures close to the government. Italy (61st), 
which still has a dozen or so journalists under 
police protection, has turned the page on 
several years of conflict of interest with Silvio 
Berlusconi’s departure. But this year’s ran-
king still bears his mark, especially another 
attempt to introduce a gag law and an attempt 
to introduce Internet filtering without reference 
to the courts, both narrowly rejected. 

Against the extraordinary backdrop of the 
News of the World affair, the United Kingdom 
(28th) caused concern with its approach to the 
protection of privacy and its response to the 
London riots. Despite universal condemna-

tion, the UK also clings to a surreal law that 
allows the entire world to come and sue news 
media before its courts.

The contrast among the three Baltic countries 
sharpened. Estonia (3rd) stayed at the top of 
the index but Lithuania and Latvia fell to 30th 
and 50th respectively as a result of grotesque 
court rulings and increased interference by 
the security services. Relations between 
the government and media have improved 
somewhat in Slovakia (25th) since Robert 
Fico, who was heavy-handed in his methods 
and crude in his language with journalists, 
ceased to be prime minister.

The economic crisis accentuated the Balkan 
media’s problems – use of the media for pri-
vate or criminal interests, unfair competition 
in very small markets, and self-censorship 
by a growing number of badly paid journa-
lists. Judicial officials – many of them poorly 
trained, allied with the government and often 
corrupt – seem more interested in harassing 
the media than ending impunity for those who 
threaten or physically attack journalists. This 
was the case, for example in Bosnia-Herze-
govina (58th), Montenegro (107th), Albania 
(96th) and Macedonia (94th), which lost 40 per 
cent of its media with the closure of Plus Pro-
dukcija, a company that owned three dailies 
and the leading privately-owned TV station.

Turkey back to old habits, 
Azerbaijan and Belarus 
locked into repression

Turkey continued its descent, this time fal-
ling 10 places to 148th. Despite the diversity 
and energy of its media, 2011 saw a dramatic 
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escalation in the judicial harassment of journa-
lists. Under the pretext of combating terrorism, 
dozens were jailed before being tried, above all 
in the investigations into the Ergenekon conspi-
racy and the KCK, an alleged political offs-
hoot of the outlawed Kurdistan Workers Party. 
The unprecedented extension of the range 
of arrests, the massive phone taps and the 
contempt shown for the confidentiality of jour-
nalists’ sources have helped to reintroduce a 
climate of intimidation in the media.

In Russia (142nd), the media freedom pano-
rama continues to be gloomy. The conviction 
of a couple for the double murder of Anastasia 
Baburova and Stanislav Markelov raised hopes 
but aspects of the case remained unclarified 
and impunity is still the rule for those who mur-
der or attack journalists. Tougher sentences 
for such crimes and the decriminalization of 
media offences were both good news but the 
impact of these reforms remains to be determi-
ned, especially in the absence of an overhaul 
of anti-terrorist legislation. The unprecedented 
demonstrations in December 2011 augur a 
period of uncertainty – while some newsrooms 
seem to be becoming more outspoken, the 
state’s repressive apparatus has so far been 
able to cope with the unrest.

After cracking down violently on pro-demo-
cracy protests, both Belarus (168th) and Azer-
baijan (162nd) have fallen sharply and are 
approaching the bottom of the index. Their lea-
ders, Alexander Lukashenko and Ilham Aliyev, 
are both predators of press freedom and both 
made the media pay for the way their autho-
rity was challenged on the streets – in Belarus, 
more than 100 journalists and bloggers arrested 
(and around 30 of them given jail sentences), 
increased harassment of independent media 
and deportation of foreign journalists. 

Not content with this indiscriminate repression, 
Belarus’ self-styled “Batka” (Father) went on to 
turn the media into the scapegoat for all of his 
country’s problems. Similar methods were used 
in Azerbaijan, where special emphasis was put 
on surveillance of social networks and where 
netizens were jailed just for issuing online calls 
for demonstrations. Violence is back in a big 
way there, with threats, beatings, and abduction 
of opposition journalists and, for the first time in 
five years, an Azerbaijani journalist murdered.

No longer the leader in the southern Cauca-
sus, Georgia (104th) is paying the price for the 
violent dispersal of an opposition demonstra-
tion in May and the persistent harassment of 
journalists and bloggers suspected of sympa-
thizing with Russia. Armenia’s 24-place rise in 
the index seems spectacular, but in fact it has 
just gone back to where it was three years ago, 
before the brutal crackdown after the disputed 
2008 elections. The media are nonetheless 
subject to constant judicial harassment and 
the size of the damages demanded in lawsuits 
is intimidating. Self-regulation is a major chal-
lenge that still needs to be tackled.

In Central Asia, Kyrgyzstan turned the page 
on a 2010 marked by a cruel dictatorship’s 
violent death throes and inter-ethnic massacres 
in the south and achieved the region’s best 
ranking (108th). The media freedom situation 
nonetheless continues to be very fragile, with 
physical attacks on journalists and repressive 
initiatives by parliament. It was a bad year in 
neighbouring Tajikistan (122nd), where the 
authorities continue to brandish the spectre of 
civil war and radical Islamism to try to gag the 
independent media.

Kazakhstan’s ranking (154th) improved only 
because so many other countries plunged on 
the index this year. In reality, in a bid to main-
tain a facade of stability at all costs, the Kazakh 
authorities have stepped up their persecution 
of the few independent voices and are trying 
to gain control of the Internet. Online content 
also focused the attention of the dictatorships in 
Uzbekistan (157th) and Turkmenistan (177th), 
which made no progress. The Turkmen public 
have access only to a highly-censored national 
Intranet, but the war of information 2.0 has now 
begun with the few Turkmen online resources 
based abroad.

Ukraine (116th) rose a few rungs after its all-
time low in 2010, marked by journalist Vasyl 
Klymentyev’s disappearance, but the negative’s 
tendencies seen since Viktor Yanukovych’s ins-
tallation as president in February 2010 – return 
of censorship and many physical attacks on 
journalists that have gone unpunished – have 
continued.

Europe  
and ex-URSS 
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Syria, Bahrain and Yemen get 
worst ever rankings
 
“This year’s index sees many changes in the 
rankings, changes that reflect a year that was 
incredibly rich in developments, especially in 
the Arab world,” Reporters Without Borders 
said today as it released its 10th annual press 
freedom index. “Many media paid dearly for 
their coverage of democratic aspirations or 
opposition movements. Control of news and 
information continued to tempt governments 
and to be a question of survival for totalitarian 
and repressive regimes. The past year also 
highlighted the leading role played by netizens 
in producing and disseminating news.

“Crackdown was the word of the year in 2011. 
Never has freedom of information been so clo-
sely associated with democracy. Never have 
journalists, through their reporting, vexed the 
enemies of freedom so much. Never have acts 
of censorship and physical attacks on jour-
nalists seemed so numerous. The equation 
is simple: the absence or suppression of civil 
liberties leads necessarily to the suppression 
of media freedom. Dictatorships fear and ban 
information, especially when it may undermine 
them.

“It is no surprise that the same trio of countries, 
Eritrea, Turkmenistan and North Korea, abso-
lute dictatorships that permit no civil liberties, 
again occupy the last three places in the index. 
This year, they are immediately preceded at the 
bottom by Syria, Iran and China, three countries 
that seem to have lost contact with reality as 
they have been sucked into an insane spiral of 
terror, and by Bahrain and Vietnam, quintessen-
tial oppressive regimes. Other countries such 
as Uganda and Belarus have also become 
much more repressive.

“This year’s index finds the same group of 
countries at its head, countries such as Finland, 
Norway and Netherlands that respect basic 
freedoms. This serves as a reminder that media 
independence can only be maintained in strong 
democracies and that democracy needs media  

freedom. It is worth noting the entry of Cape 
Verde and Namibia into the top twenty, two 
African countries where no attempts to obstruct 
the media were reported in 2011.”

Protest movements

The Arab world was the motor of history in 2011 
but the Arab uprisings have had contrasting poli-
tical outcomes so far, with Tunisia and Bahrain 
at opposite ends of the scale. Tunisia (134th) 
rose 30 places in index and, with much suffe-
ring, gave birth to a democratic regime that has 
not yet fully accepted a free and independent 
press. Bahrain (173rd) fell 29 places because 
of its relentless crackdown on pro-democracy 
movements, its trials of human rights defenders 
and its suppression of all space for freedom.

While Libya (154th) turned the page on the 
Gaddafi era, Yemen succumbed to violence 
between President Ali Abdallah Saleh’s oppo-
nents and supporters and languished in 171st 

position. The future of both of these countries 
remains uncertain, and the place they will allow 
the media is undecided. The same goes for 
Egypt, which fell 39 places to 166th because 
the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, in 
power since February, dashed the hopes of 
democrats by continuing the Mubarak dicta-
torship’s practices. There were three periods of 
exceptional violence for journalists: in February, 
November and December.

Already poorly ranked in 2010, Syria fell further 
in the index, to 176th position, because total 
censorship, widespread surveillance, indiscri-
minate violence and government manipulation 
made it impossible for journalists to work.

Elsewhere in the world, pro-democracy move-
ments that tried to follow the Arab example 
were ruthlessly suppressed. Many arrests were 
made in Vietnam (172nd). In China (174th), the 
government responded to regional and local 
protests and to public impatience with scandals 
and acts of injustice by feverishly reinforcing 
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its system of controlling news and information, 
carrying out extrajudicial arrests and stepping 
up Internet censorship. There was a drama-
tic rise in the number of arrests in Azerbaijan 
(162nd), where Ilham Aliyev’s autocratic govern-
ment did not hesitate to jail netizens, abduct 
opposition journalists and bar foreign repor-
ters in order to impose a news blackout on the 
unrest.

Led by President Yoweri Museveni, Uganda 
(139th) launched an unprecedented crackdown 
on opposition movements and independent 
media after the elections in February. Similarly, 
Chile (80th) fell 47 places because of its many 
freedom of information violations, committed 
very often by the security forces during student 
protests. The United States (47th) also owed its 
fall of 27 places to the many arrests of journalist 
covering Occupy Wall Street protests.

Several European countries 
fall far behind rest of 
continent

The index has highlighted the divergence of 
some European countries from the rest of the 
continent. The crackdown on protests after 
President Lukashenko’s reelection caused 
Belarus to fall 14 places to 168th. At a time 
when it is portraying itself as a regional model, 
Turkey (148th) took a big step backwards and 
lost 10 places. Far from carrying out promised 
reforms, the judicial system launched a wave of 
arrests of journalists that was without precedent 
since the military dictatorship.

Within the European Union, the index reflects 
a continuation of the very marked distinc-
tion between countries such as Finland and 
Netherlands that have always had a good eva-
luation and countries such as Bulgaria (80th), 
Greece (70th) and Italy (61st) that fail to address 
the issue of their media freedom violations, 
above all because of a lack of political will. 
There was little progress from France, which 
went from 44th to 38th, or from Spain (39th) and 
Romania (47th). Media freedom is a challenge 
that needs addressing more than ever in the 
Balkans, which want to join the European Union 
but are suffering the negative effects of the eco-
nomic crisis.

Endemic violence

Many countries are marked by a culture of 
violence towards the media that has taken a 
deep hold. It will be hard to reverse the trends 
in these countries without an effective fight 
against impunity. Mexico (149th) and Honduras 
(135th) are two cases in point. Pakistan (151st) 
was the world’s deadliest country for journalists 
for the second year running. Somalia (164th), 
which has been at war for 20 years, shows no 
sign of finding a way out of the chaos in which 
journalists are paying a heavy price.

In Iran (175th), hounding and humiliating jour-
nalists has been part of officialdom’s political 
culture for years. The regime feeds on perse-
cution of the media. Iraq (152nd) fell back 22 
places and is now worryingly approaching its 
2008 position (158th).

Noteworthy changes

South Sudan, a new nation facing many chal-
lenges, has entered the index in a respectable 
position (111th) for what is a breakaway from one 
of the worst ranked countries, Sudan (170th). 
Burma (169th) has a slightly better position than 
in previous years as a result of political changes 
in recent months that have raised hopes but 
need to be confirmed. Niger (29th) achieved the 
biggest rise in a single year, 75 places, thanks 
to a successful political transition.

It was Africa that also saw the biggest falls in 
the index. Djibouti, a discreet little dictatorship 
in the Horn of Africa, fell 49 places to 159th. 
Malawi (146th) fell 67 places because of the 
totalitarian tendencies of its president, Bingu 
Wa Mutharika. Uganda, mentioned above, fell 
43 places to 139th. Finally, Côte d’Ivoire fell 41 
places to 159th because the media were badly 
hit by the fighting between the supporters of 
rival presidents Laurent Gbagbo and Alassane 
Ouattara.

The biggest fall in Latin America was by Brazil, 
which plunged 41 places to 99th because the 
high level of violence resulted in the deaths of 
three journalists and bloggers.
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Rank Country Grade

1 Finland -10,00 =

- Norway -10,00 =

3 Estonia -9,00 ⇑

- Netherlands -9,00 ⇓

5 Austria -8,00 ⇑

6 Iceland -7,00 ⇓

- Luxembourg -7,00 ⇑

8 Switzerland -6,20 ⇓

9 Cape Verde -6,00 ⇑⇑

10 Canada -5,67 ⇑⇑

- Denmark -5,67 ⇑

12 Sweden -5,50 ⇓⇓

13 New Zealand -5,33 ⇓

14 Czech Republic -5,00 ⇑

15 Ireland -4,00 ⇓

16 Cyprus -3,00 ⇑

- Jamaica -3,00 ⇑⇑

- Germany -3,00 ⇑

19 Costa Rica -2,25 ⇑⇑

20 Belgium -2,00 ⇓

- Namibia -2,00 ⇑

22 Japan -1,00 ⇓⇓

- Surinam -1,00 ⇑⇑

24 Poland -0,67 ⇑

25 Mali 0,00 ⇑

- OECS 0,00 ⇑⇑

- Slovakia 0,00 ⇑⇑

28 United Kingdom 2,00 ⇓

29 Niger 2,50 ⇑⇑

30 Australia 4,00 ⇓⇓

- Lithuania 4,00 ⇓⇓

32 Uruguay 4,25 ⇑

33 Portugal 5,33 ⇑

34 Tanzania 6,00 ⇑

35 Papua New Guinea 9,00 ⇑

36 Slovenia 9,14 ⇑⇑

37 El Salvador 9,30 ⇑⇑

38 France 9,50 ⇑

WORLD PRESS FREEDOM  
INDEX 2012

Evolution of more than 
10 ranks

Evolution of less than 10 ranks
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Rank Country Grade

39 Spain 9,75 =

40 Hungary 10,00 ⇓⇓

41 Ghana 11,00 ⇓⇓

42 South Africa 12,00 ⇓

- Botswana 12,00 ⇑⇑

44 South Korea 12,67 ⇓

45 Comoros 13,00 ⇑⇑

- Taiwan 13,00 ⇑

47 United States of America 14,00 ⇓⇓

- Argentina 14,00 ⇓⇓

- Romania 14,00 ⇑

50 Latvia 15,00 ⇓⇓

- Trinidad and Tobago 15,00 ⇓⇓

52 Haiti 15,67 ⇑

53 Moldova 16,00 ⇑⇑

54 Hong-Kong 17,00 ⇓⇓

- Mauricio 17,00 ⇑⇑

- Samoa 17,00 ⇑⇑

57 United States of America (extra-territorial) 19,00 ⇑⇑

58 Malta 19,50 ⇓⇓

- Bosnia and Herzegovina 19,50 ⇑

- Guyana 19,50 ⇓⇓

61 Italy 19,67 ⇓⇓

62 Central African Republic 20,00 ⇑

63 Lesotho 21,00 ⇑⇑

- Sierra Leone 21,00 ⇑⇑

- Tonga 21,00 ⇑⇑

66 Mozambique 21,50 ⇑⇑

67 Mauritania 22,20 ⇑⇑

68 Croatia 23,33 ⇓⇓

- Burkina Faso 23,33 ⇓

70 Bhutan 24,00 ⇓

- Greece 24,00 =

72 Nicaragua 24,33 ⇑⇑

73 Maldives 25,00 ⇓⇓

- Seychelles 25,00 ⇓

75 Guinea-Bissau 26,00 ⇓

- Senegal 26,00 ⇑⇑

77 Armenia 27,00 ⇑⇑

78 Kuwait 28,00 ⇑

79 Togo 28,50 ⇓⇓

80 Serbia 29,00 ⇓⇓

- Bulgaria 29,00 ⇓⇓

- Chile 29,00 ⇓

- Paraguay 29,00 ⇓⇓

Evolution of more than 
10 ranks

Evolution of less than 10 ranks
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Rank Country Grade

84 Kenya 29,50 ⇓⇓

- Madagascar 29,50 ⇑⇑

86 Guinea 30,00 ⇑⇑

- Kosovo 30,00 ⇑

- Timor-Leste 30,00 ⇑

- Zambia 30,00 ⇓

90 Congo 30,38 ⇑⇑

91 Benin 31,00 ⇓⇓

92 Israel (Israeli territory) 31,25 ⇓

93 Lebanon 31,50 ⇓⇓

94 Macedonia 31,67 ⇓⇓

95 Dominican Republic 33,25 ⇑

96 Albania 34,44 ⇓⇓

97 Cameroon 35,00 ⇑⇑

- Guatemala 35,00 ⇓⇓

99 Brazil 35,33 ⇓⇓

100 Mongolia 35,75 ⇓⇓

101 Gabon 36,50 ⇑

102 Cyprus (North) 37,00 ⇓⇓

103 Chad 37,67 ⇑

104 Ecuador 38,00 ⇓

- Georgia 38,00 ⇓

106 Nepal 38,75 ⇑⇑

107 Montenegro 39,00 ⇓

108 Bolivia 40,00 ⇓

- Kyrgyzstan 40,00 ⇑⇑

110 Liberia 40,50 ⇓⇓

111 South Sudan 41,25 nc

112 United Arab Emirates 45,00 ⇓⇓

113 Panama 45,67 ⇓⇓

114 Qatar 46,00 ⇑

115 Peru 51,25 ⇓

116 Ukraine 54,00 ⇑⇑

117 Cambodia 55,00 ⇑⇑

- Fiji 55,00 ⇑⇑

- Oman 55,00 ⇑

- Venezuela 55,00 ⇑⇑

- Zimbabwe 55,00 ⇑

122 Algeria 56,00 ⇑⇑

- Tajikistan 56,00 ⇑⇑

- Malaysia 56,00 ⇓

125 Brunei 56,20 ⇑⇑

126 Nigeria 56,40 ⇑⇑

127 Ethiopia 56,60 ⇑⇑

128 Jordan 56,80 ⇓

Evolution of more than 
10 ranks

Evolution of less than 10 ranks
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Rank Country Grade

174 China 136,00 ⇓

175 Iran 136,60 =

176 Syria 138,00 ⇓

177 Turkmenistan 140,67 ⇓

178 North Korea 141,00 ⇓

179 Eritrea 142,00 ⇓Evolution of more than 
10 ranks

Evolution of less than 10 ranks
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