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India: Media Freedom Under Threat
Authorities Should Stop Targeting, Prosecuting Journalists and Online Critics
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Journalists protest against authorities’ growing restrictions on media, outside the Press Club of India, New
Delhi, India, February 18, 2021. © 2021 Pradeep Gaur/SOPA Images/Sipa USA (Sipa via AP Images)

(New York) — Indian authorities are increasingly targeting journalists and online
critics for their criticism of government policies and practices, including by
prosecuting them under counterterrorism and sedition laws, ten human rights
organizations said today on World Press Freedom Day.

The Indian authorities should respect the right to freedom of expression and
release any journalists detained on trumped-up or politically motivated charges for
their critical reporting and stop targeting journalists and muzzling independent
media.

The authorities’ targeting of journalists, coupled with a broader crackdown on
dissent, has emboldened Hindu nationalists to threaten, harass, and abuse
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journalists critical of the Indian government, both online and offline, with impunity,
the groups said.

The organizations are Committee to Protect Journalists, Freedom House, PEN
America, Reporters Without Borders, International Federation of Journalists,
CIVICUS, Access Now, International Commission of Jurists, Amnesty
International, and Human Rights Watch.

Amid growing restrictions on media freedom, Indian authorities have arrested
journalists on spurious terrorism and sedition charges, and have routinely targeted
critics and independent news organizations, including raiding their workplaces.
Journalists and online critics also risk prosecution under the Information
Technology Act and IT Rules of 2021 for content critical of the authorities. Indian
authorities have been implicated in using the Israeli-produced spyware Pegasus to
target journalists. In addition, the authorities’ frequent internet shutdowns hamper
the ability of journalists to do their work, including accessing and disseminating
information online.

These restrictions on media freedom come amid an escalating crackdown on civil
society by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led government, which is using
sedition, counterterrorism, and national security laws to target and prosecute
human rights activists, students, government critics, and peaceful protesters.
Journalists from minority groups and those in Jammu and Kashmir are particularly
at risk, the groups said.

In April 2022, at least five journalists covering an event organized by Hindu
nationalist groups in Delhi were attacked. Delhi police subsequently opened a
criminal investigation into one of these journalists, Meer Faisal, accusing him of
inciting hatred through a tweet, in which he alleged that participants in the event
attacked him and a photojournalist because they were Muslim.

In March 2022, airport authorities in Mumbai prevented Rana Ayyub, a prominent
Muslim female journalist and an outspoken critic of the BJP, from flying to London
to address a journalism event. The authorities said they did so because of an
ongoing investigation into money laundering and tax evasion, allegations Ayyub
has denied. Independent United Nations human rights experts have alleged that
Indian authorities have harassed Ayyub for years. Government supporters and
Hindu nationalist trolls have repeatedly abused and threatened Ayyub on social
media.
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The Committee to Protect Journalists found that at least 20 female Muslim
journalists, including Ayyub, had been listed on a fake “auction” app as “for sale”
to humiliate, degrade, and intimidate them. All of these journalists have reported
critically on how the BJP government’s policies have affected religious minorities.
Many women journalists in India, especially those who are critical of the
government, face a growing backlash on social media that has included rape and
death threats. The abuses often come from account holders who identify
themselves as BJP supporters.

Siddique Kappan, another Muslim journalist, has been in prison since October
2020, when Uttar Pradesh police arrested him on baseless charges of terrorism,
sedition, and promoting enmity between groups, among others. At the time of his
arrest, Kappan had been on his way from New Delhi to Hathras district in Uttar
Pradesh to report on a gang rape and murder case of a young Dalit woman that
had sparked nationwide protests.

Authorities in BJP-led Uttar Pradesh state have repeatedly filed false charges
against journalists for publishing content and social media posts critical of the
government. Since 2017, after BJP leader Yogi Adityanath became the state’s
chief minister, the authorities have filed criminal cases against 66 journalists.
Another 48 journalists have been physically attacked, according to a February
2022 report by the Committee Against Assault on Journalists. Journalists in small
towns and villages reporting in Hindi language media are at even higher risk of
being targeted and prosecuted by authorities.

In Jammu and Kashmir, the government has intensified its crackdown after it
revoked the state’s special autonomous status in August 2019 and split it into two
federally governed territories. Since then, at least 35 journalists in Kashmir have
faced police interrogation, raids, threats, physical assault, restrictions on freedom
of movement, or fabricated criminal cases for their reporting. The authorities have
ramped up raids on homes of journalists and activists, and confiscated their cell
phones. In June 2020, the government announced a new media policy that gave
more power to the authorities to censor news in the region.

Authorities in Kashmir are also using preventive detention under the Jammu and
Kashmir Public Safety Act against journalists, which allows them to arbitrarily
detain people without evidence and thorough judicial review. In 2022, the
authorities rearrested Fahad Shah, Aasif Sultan, and Sajad Gul under the Public
Safety Act after they had been granted bail separately in other cases filed against
them in retaliation for their journalism work.
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Journalists in Kashmir have also struggled to do their reporting work because of
frequent internet shutdowns by the authorities in the region. According to Access
Now, India shut down the internet at least 106 times in 2021, “making it the world’s
biggest offender for the fourth consecutive year.” Within India, Jammu and
Kashmir was the worst affected, with at least 85 shutdowns.

The government is increasingly using technology to curtail human rights and stifle
freedom of expression online. In February 2021, the Indian government published
the Information Technology Rules, which imperil freedom of expression and the
right to privacy. These rules empower the government to summarily compel the
removal of online content without any judicial oversight. They also jeopardize
encryption, which is crucial for ensuring privacy and security online, and routinely
used by journalists to protect their sources and themselves from being targeted.
The Editors Guild of India said the rules undermined media freedom. Three UN
human rights experts have expressed concern that the rules do not conform with
international human rights norms.

The Pegasus Project found that over 40 Indian journalists appeared on a leaked
list of potential targets for surveillance. The Indian government has repeatedly
stalled attempts to investigate these allegations. This perpetuates an environment
of surveillance impunity that results in a chilling effect on free speech and media
freedoms, the groups said.

The groups urged the Indian government to protect the right to freedom of
expression, including by immediately releasing journalists who are arrested for
their critical reporting, ending broad and indiscriminate internet shutdowns,
withdrawing the media policy in Jammu and Kashmir, and repealing the
Information Technology Rules.

“The authorities should also conduct prompt, thorough, independent, and impartial
investigations into allegations of threats and attacks targeting journalists and
critics, including from government officials,” the groups said. “Journalists should
not have to risk their freedom and their lives to do their work.”
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