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Excellencies, L adies and Gentlemen,

Colleagues and Friends,

It is a great pleasure to welcome you all to thenipg of our § South

Caucasus Media Conference.

Each year it is a special honour for me to welcgouenalists,
representatives of the media and civil society acatlemics from all three
countries of the South Caucasus: Armenia, Azembajal Georgia.

| would like to thank all of you who have come tar @onference to discuss
topical media-freedom issues. This annual evenbbasme a most
Important occasion for my Office. Most importantityserves as a unique
forum for all of us to get together to maintainfessional and personal

contacts.



| would like to thank our host, Georgia, for genesly hosting our
conference for the”gtime, as well as the authorities of Armenia and

Azerbaijan for working with my Office on conferengeeparations.

| would also like to thank the international andiomal experts who have

joined us.

| highly appreciate the hard work carried out byGESield Offices in Baku

and in Yerevan, whose support and assistance rhedeoinference possible.

My thanks also go to the governments of Germamjuania, Norway,

Switzerland and the United States for financiallporting this conference.

This year we came again to Thilisi to discuss newetbpments in the field
of online media. On the first day of our conferetmday we will discuss the
new developments and explore what is the “cuttohgeé of this rapidly

expanding industry.

The need to stay in touch and be online — to beeced — grows stronger

every day in our competitive, information-basedistes.

But most importantly from our point of view, thesew technologies provide

a wonderful opportunity for everyone to capture egybrt on the world




around us. Everyone can and has become an obs@&denonitor of the

contemporary events around us.

It has become difficult to say who is a journaéiati who is not a journalist
these days so, what | do is | choose not to —tamhoeisn’t matter because for
me and my Office because we work under the priedipht every person has
a right to freely express himself and we will defaveryone whose rights
has been violated. The role | am performing islehged by governments
because some, too many in my view, are trying fmeavho is and who is
not a journalist in order to give me guidance ommito protect and not

protect.

At this conference you will also have an opportytat hear more about the
notions of citizen-media and grassroots journalignadiscuss legal
challenges and issues pertaining to the Internetecd regulation, look
closely into Estonia’s experience with e-governnients, as well to explore

tendencies in development of digital media andsgtilation mechanisms.

| would like to use this opportunity to appeal &riipating States in the
South Caucasus to ensure that the online medeatriklitional media,
remains an open and public forum for public debateline with the OSCE
commitments and international free-expression stads] provide an

enabling environment for an independent and pktralmedia; introduce
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laws that will foster media freedom and not resitidoster the free flow of
information across national borders, permit unhiadeaccess to the Internet

and promote Internet literacy and self-regulation.

OSCE participating States have a lot on their ageWe are raising these
Issues almost daily with the 56 participating Staiethe OSCE. Hardly a
week passes when | don’t have to raise my voicertond them about the

commitments they voluntarily agreed upon.

Tomorrow, experts from South Caucasus will dis@deslopments in social
media, the transforming of traditional media toiealmedia, as well as
general media developments in their respective tei@sn Presentations will
describe the situation regarding the use of sooalia tools in traditional
and online media, as well as the role that socidl@mmunity media play
in their countries. This is a session that I'm Isekloking forward to listen to
you. | want to learn about the problems you arenfpbecause there are

iIssues that we miss and need to hear about from you

My Office continues to follow the media-freedonusition in the South
Caucasus and | continue to raise my concerns argssith the authorities
including the continuing government control ovesdafcast media and the

difficult access to governmental information.




Unfortunately, it is still not safe to be a jourisain this region, where
journalists are harassed physically and hit witbslaits and humiliating

sSmear campaigns.

Journalists are blackmailed, beaten and put beransl

This is unacceptable and | will continue to raisevmice to remedy this
situation. No one should be punished or put behard for articles they have

written or reports they have broadcast.

It is a high time for the authorities stop regagdine media as a dangerous
platform that needs to be controlled or silencdte ime has come for these
authorities to realize that this attitude toware thedia can only weaken the
much cherished democratic principles that all afsmcieties should be
based on. The time has also come to finally consiteemedia for what it is:
an essential and unique tool of our democracidsaltaavs for every citizen

to live an informed life.

Of course all of this sounds ideal and we are waugh aware of the fact that
we do not live in an ideal world. That is the sitoa we are facing in the 21

century in countries that calling themselves defcr




Countries making efforts to obstruct the freedom iswlependence of their
media are only contributing to the downfall of thebcieties’ democratic

foundation.

| look forward to our discussion on these matteis aust that at the end of
the conference we will adopt a declaration whict & forwarded to the
authorities in all three countries | hope thatdleelaration recommendations
will serve as a framework for the follow-up actigg by the governments, as

well as the OSCE and civil society.

| wish you all an interesting and fruitful confeocenand | look forward to

hearing from you also outside this room about ttoblems that you are

facing in your countries.

Thank you very much.




