


1. INTRODUCTION: 

1.1 Brief Introduction to Organization: 

Freedom Forum is a non-government civil society organization,working for the institutionalization of democracy, protection and promotion of human rights, press freedom and freedom of expression and right to information in Nepal. This is a purely social organization registered with the District Administration Office of Kathmandu and the Social Welfare Council of Nepal. Its head office is in Kathmandu, Nepal. 
Basically, the organizations works in the area of policy research, evidence-based advocacy and campaign, capacity building and media mobilization. Freedom Forum has five regional contact offices in regional centers to coordinate programs at local level. It has 11 executive committee members and 60 general members.
	1.2 Aims and Objectives:
· Promotion of democracy and institutionalization of democratic republic in Nepal 
· Promotion and protection of press freedom and freedom of expression 
· Monitoring the situation of human rights and civil liberty 
· Taking necessary initiative for reconciliation and peace building 
· Contribute to promote public accountability and transparent governance. 
· Promotion of the Right to Information through building capacity of demand and supply side.
· Undertake action research and advocacy on its main thematic areas.
· Contribute to improve public financial managment systems of the country


1.3 About the Report: 

This is an annual report containing major activities accomplished and achievements made by Freedom Forum during a year-long period spanning from July 17, 2014 to July 16, 2015. The primary objective of the report is to document the actions, learning, observations and outcomes of the organizational initiatives and demonstrate its track record and competence to execute ideas aligning the key themes of the organization. The report is expected to serve as a well-documentation of the key efforts of the organization to attain its objectives and a consolidated contribution Freedom Forum made to the country's national development objective. 

Information contained in this report have been widely taken from the regular newsletters, project documents, programme completion report, press releases, website update, meeting and discussion notes, media coverage and sharing through social media. 

2. MAJOR ACTIVITIES AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS: 
Freedom Forum carried out several activities to promote its core values even if there no funding parteners to support some of its initiatives. Many of its activities were conducted with support from partners. The major activities undertaken by Forum during the period are presented in a following manner. 
2.1 Partnership Programmes: 
Partnership programme refers project and interevention executed in collaboration with different funding agencies. 
PROJECT NAME: 
Local Governance Action Research (LGAR-II) Project 

ABOUT PROJECT:
At a time local bodies in Nepal were running without elected representatives for more than twelve years and civil servants given both political and administrative duties to undertake and manage development programs at local level, but faced much influence from political parties. It casues huge irregularities questioning transparency and people's participation at the local level development process, Freedom Forum along with other partners jointly implemented a set of programs in five selected municipalities to assess the effectiveness of different social accountability tools in improving transparency and municipal governance as the first phase of Local Governance Action Research (LGAR) Project. The Local Governance Action Research Project-II is a collaborative effort of the Asia Foundation, Freedom Forum and Institute for Governance and Development (IGD).

OBJECTIVE: 
· To promote municipal governance through reduced information asymmetries among key stakeholders of municipal budgeting and program implementation process  
· To build readiness of supply side to proactively disclose information and create strong and vibrant demand side of RTI for improved flow of information. 
PROJECT PERIOD:  (April 2014-March 2015)
THE FUNDING AGENCY: The Asia Foundation
AREA FOR ACTIVITIES: 
Twenty municipalities were selected for intervention in this phase. They were grouped into four clusters each spanning five municipalities – Hetauda, Pokhara, Butwal and Dhangadhi. The names of municipalities in each cluster are mentioned below. 
	Hetauda Cluster 
	Pokhara Cluster 

	1. Malangawa Municipality
2. Gaur Municipality
3. Kalaiya Municipality 
4. Hetauda Sub-metropolitan City
5. Bharatpur Sub-metropolitan City
	6. Lekhnath Municipality
7. Baglung Municipality
8. Putalibajar Municipality
9. Waling Municipality 
10. Pokhara Sub-metropolitan City


	Butwal cluster
	Dhangadhi Cluster 

	11. Butwal Sub-metropolitan City
12. Siddarthanagar Municipality
13. Kapilvastu Municipality
14. Tansen Municipality
15. Ramgram Municipality  
	16. Napalgunj Sub-Metropolitan City
17. Gulariya Municipality
18. Tikapur Municipality
19. Dhangadhi Municipality
20. Amargadhi Municipality 



ACTIVITIES DONE  
	
Freedom Forum executed the programs focused on increasing demand for, as well as supply of information in the selected municipalities. The major activities were;
1. 20 trainings on use of RTI to promote municipal governance, one each for twenty municipalities' officials, political party representatives and civil society representatives
2. Training cum workshop on Media Communication (MC) to 20 Journalists and 20 Information Officers representing project-implemented municipalities  
3. Two slots of trainings to youths on use of RTI 
4. Monitoring, Tracking and Assessment of the initiative
TRAINING OUTCOMES 
The expected outcomes of the training as set by Freedom Forum were as follows. 
· Improved flow of all kinds of information at the municipalities
· Enhanced demand side of Right to Information
· Improved record management and in house flow of information. 
· Timely update and improved status of proactive disclosure of information built
· Conducive environment prepared for citizens engagement in the development process through better disclosure of fiscal and program related information
· Political parties and their cadre involved in promoting access to information at municipality competitively
· Asymmetry among different stakeholders regarding access to fiscal information reduced  
TRAINING DATES AND PARTICIPATION 
Trainings on Right to information were delivered in at all municipalities during August 2014-January 2015. The political parties representing the board meeting of the municipalities, senior officials of the municipalities including Executive Officer and representatives of civil society organizations and journalists had participated in the two-day training. Dates and participation of each slot of training is presented in the tabular form below. 
	Municipality 
	Training Dates 
	Participation

	
	
	Political Party Representatives 
	Civil Society 
	Officials
	Total

	Malangawa 
	5-6 Aug. 2014
	11
	9
	7
	27

	Gaur 
	7-8 Aug. 2014
	15
	15
	6
	36

	Kalaiya 
	6-7 Dec. 2014
	18
	12
	15
	45

	Hetauda 
	17-18 Jan. 2015
	6
	17
	15
	38

	Bharatpur 
	8-9 Dec .2014
	5
	15
	15
	35

	Baglung 
	20-21 Aug. 2014
	7
	11
	9
	27

	Waling 
	6-7 Nov. 2014
	8
	24
	8
	40

	Lekhnath 
	22-23 Aug. 2014
	11
	13
	6
	30

	Pokhara 
	24-25 Aug. 2014
	5
	16
	5
	26

	Putalibajar 
	8-9 Nov. 2014
	9
	13
	8
	30

	Tansen 
	23-24 Dec. 2014
	8
	25
	11
	44

	Kapilvastu 
	23-24 Sept. 2014
	16
	17
	6
	39

	Siddarthanagar 
	28-29 Dec. 2014
	15
	10
	10
	35

	Butwal 
	25-26 Dec. 2014
	8
	12
	5
	25

	Ramgram 
	21-22 Sept 2014
	15
	9
	6
	30

	Nepalgunj 
	15-16 Dec. 2014
	14
	17
	11
	42

	Gulariya 
	13-14 Dec. 2014
	18
	12
	15
	45

	Tikapur 
	13-14 Dec. 2014
	13
	7
	6
	26

	Dhangadhi 
	11-12 Dec 2014
	21
	7
	7
	35

	Amargadhi 
	18-19 Dec. 2014
	6
	16
	6
	28

	Total 
	229
	277
	177
	683



The score of participants planned for the trainings was 645 including 30-35 from each municipality based on number of political parties representing the board meetings of concerned municipalities. FF had asked all the municipalities for ensuring participation of at least 6 senior officials including Executive Officer, Information Officer, Account Officer, Administration Officer and Planning Officer in the training with flexibility to accommodate more officers. The participation of each group is presented in the chart below; 
ACHIEVEMENTS 
· Helped build common understanding between information officers and journalists about RTI
· Established functional relation between journalists performing the role of making people well informed and  information officers obliged to update and disseminate information to the people
· Improved skill of information officers to effectively disseminate the information subjected to proactive disclosure through media 
· Provided skills to journalists to use information proactively disclosed by municipalities as per the RTI Act 2007 for their news report.
· Encouraged both sides to use media as a tool for proactive disclosure of information 
· Reduced information asymmetry through joint effort of information officers and journalists
· Built enabling environment for meaningful public participation in the budget process through improved access to information. 

PROJECT NAME: Support for Accountable National Institutions for Citizen’s Access to RTI
PROJECT OBJECTIVES:
i. To enhance the awareness at local level regarding the meaning and importance of Right to Information;
ii. To enhance the capacity of public agencies and their officials regarding the regulation of Right to Information laws;
iii. To increase the practical usage of Right to Information in district and local level;
iv. To develop various public agencies (especially different Village Development Committee (VDC) offices) into "Right to Information Friendly" offices. 
STRATEGIC PARTNER CSOS:
1. Integrated Development Forum (IDF), Jhapa,
2. Yuwa Sarokar Abhiyan (YSA), Bara, 
3. Vijay Development Resource Center-Nepal (VDRC), Nawalparasi, 
4. Humanitarian Organization for People and Democracy (HOPE) Nepal, Bhaktapur, 
5. Freedom Forum (FF), Kathmandu,
6. Information and Human Rights Research Centre (IHRC) Banke, 
7. Karnali Self-Help Development Forum-Nepal (KSDF), Kalikot,
8. Far -West Media Development Centre (FMDC), Dhangadhi.
9. Citizens' Campaign for Right to Information (CCRI)



FREEDOM FORUM OVERALL ACTIVITIES UNDER SANCHAR PROJECT:
1. Project Period: 1st July, 2014 - 16 July, 2015
	Activities
	Output
	Carried out by
	Activities objectives
	Expected Results 

	1.  Marking National Information Day (21st August, 2014) and International Right to Know Day (28th August, 2014) 
	I
	FF  
	i. To express the solidarity with the national level government agencies and peer organizations as well as the international community to protect and promote RTI. 
ii. To aware people about the basic concept of RTI and the importance of use. 
iii. For promoting about RTI Centre and the services offered by it in relation to the use of RTI. 
iv. Encouraging people to use RTI seeking services from RTI Centre.
	i. Greater number of population would be aware about their entitlement to seek and receive information from public agencies. 
ii. The number of persons calling RTI for inquiry and other related supports would be increased. 

	2. Television and Radio Programs on RTI+ Broadcasting of Radio Programs by Local FMs.
	I
	Freedom Forum for Television and Radio Program 
	i. To aware people about the basic concept of RTI and the importance of use. 
ii. For promoting about RTI Centre and the services offered by it in relation to the use of RTI. 
iii. To share significant examples of RTI applications in Nepal and the changes/impacts it has created.
iv. To address the query of people by the experts through television and radio. 

	i. Greater number of population would be benefited to know about their entitlement to seek and receive information from public agencies. 



	3. Advanced Investigative reporting training to the journalists by using RTI
	II
	Freedom Forum
	i. To encourage journalists about the methodology to use RTI in their advanced investigative reporting.
	i. Journalists would be encouraged to use RTI in their investigative reporting through this training. 

	4. Fellowship for the journalists for making investigative stories on RTI
	II
	Freedom Forum
	i. To encourage journalists to use RTI for their investigative reporting hence develops different stories on RTI related matters. 
	i. These stories will bring issues of RTI to the public and concerned stakeholders.

	5. Strategic RTI application filling at Village, District, and central level public agencies
	III
	
	i. To encourage and facilitated the youths and students file RTI application in village, district and central level in order to seek and receive the information.
	i. The strategic application filing will be an effective approach of pressuring public agencies to fulfill the obligation enshrined by RTI Act and implementation of RTI laws.  

	6. RTI complaint and appeal filling in public agencies and NIC
	III
	
	i. To continue the Strategic RTI Application Filing Process 
	i. This practice enables people to carry out formal legal procedure in the information seeking and receiving process. 

	7. Safety threat Monitoring and protection of RTI activists
	IV
	
	i. To serve as a medium to access the risks and challenges to RTI Activists and resolving the ways forward to mitigate them.  

	i. RTI Activist risk mapping would be carried out and as per need field mission would be send to address the threat issue of RTI Activist.

	8. Three Days national level Convention on RTI among Major Stake holders
	II
	FF 
	i. To discuss with the major stakeholders comprising of senior government officials, civil society representatives, members of parliament, journalists etc on the ways forward to effectively implement RTI laws and the scopes of reformation of the institutions.
	i. Holding the National Convention largely facilitates to the policy and institutional reform concerned with RTI hence contributing to make it more comprehensive and effective. 

	9. Fellowship for the journalists for making investigative stories on RTI
	II
	Freedom Forum
	i. To encourage journalists to use RTI for their investigative reporting hence develops different stories on RTI related matters. 
	i. These stories will bring issues of RTI to the public and concern stakeholders.

	10. Meeting with Parliamentarian and major policy makers
	IV
	Freedom Forum
	i. In order to create a pressure to the Government to arrange for other necessary changes and reformations in RTI laws and institutions. 
	i. Such a meeting would facilitate for the presentation of status papers on RTI by RTI Researchers and discussions thereafter to resolve ways out by seeking concrete commitment from the parliamentarian and Key Policy Makers. 



PROJECT NAME: 
‘Organizing trainings to increase the capacity of NHRC, capacity building and the preparations of operational guidelines, and supporting the independent mechanism for safety of journalists and free expression and establishment of a rapid intervention taskforce (RITF)’

ABOUT PROJECT:  
In view of the spate of intimidations on Nepali media persons from various sectors and subsequent restriction on press freedom, and the efforts being made to establish a national mechanism to handle the issues of the freedom of expression (FoE) in the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of Nepal, a need of broader level of understanding on FoE issues, monitoring and documentation of the violation of right to FoE, including the media freedom, was  realized among human rights defenders including the NHRC staffs. Better understanding of the national and international standards of FoE could not help the rights defenders not only to identify the related issues but also vividly monitor the situation and maintain documentation accordingly. With this in the background, Freedom Forum’s goal of promoting freedom of expression for better democracy is further whetted by the realization to create a robust and secured environment for the journalists’ rights of independent reporting and rights of other FoE practitioners. So, the activities to this aim followed from preparing a guideline for the security person on handling the FoE issues to training the human rights defenders on FoE, and monitoring and documentation of the violation of the right to FoE. 
DURATION: July- October, 2014 
FUNDTING AGENCY: UNESCO Kathmandu
ACTIVITES DONE
1. Meeting with NHRC officials and Acting Secretary 
To take ahead the project building cooperation from the NHRC, FF had three rounds of meetings with the NHRC, including its Acting Secretary, Bed Prasad Bhattarai during July and August. The meetings were to make the NHRC officials further clear on the issues being carried by the project, and how they could initiate the drafts of the national independent mechanism and how the FF in line with the project could provide assistance to the NHRC. 
2. Talk program with Security Agency
On July 24, FF organized a talk program on ‘Role of Security Agency in Protection of Freedom of Expression and Journalists’ Safety’. The aim of the talk program was to garner the views of police officials on how they could play positive role on protecting the rights of journalists and FoE practitioners, and to suggest them how their role would be protective to the rights of the FoE defenders. A presentation on ‘role of state (security) on protection of journalists’ was made by senior journalist Suresh Acharya. Four police officers (from Inspector to Superintendent)- from all three districts of the Kathmandu Valley, senior official from the Department of Information, journalists, and journalists and researchers attended the discussion. Similarly, another senior journalist Dharmendra Jha informed how aware the police persons were on FoE issues in Nepal. Moreover, they were briefed on the issues as UN Plan of Action on the safety of journalists and the issue of impunity.
On the occasion, Saurav Rana, Superintendent of Police from Metropolitan Police Office, Rani Pokhari, said the police persons were being trained on human rights and journalists’ rights from time to time. And, the police persons always try to protect journalists’ rights of free reporting, he added.Also the representatives from the National Human Rights Commission, and Director General at Department of Information, Laxmi Bilas Koirala, shared their views on journalists’ rights to free reporting.
At the discussion, need of a guideline to police persons on handling the case of FoE issues, including the attacks/threats on journalists was realized. 
The security persons consulted at the program were: 
Saurav Rana, Superintendent of Police, Metropolitan Police Office, Ranipokhari
Devendra Bahadur Pal, Deputy Superintendent of Police, Crime Division of Kathmandu Police, Hanumandhoka
Pavan Giri, Deputy Superintendent of Police, Police Sector Lalitpur
Hari Ojha, Inspector, Metropolitan Police Range, Bhaktapur 
3. Drafts of the National Mechanism of FoE, and of Rapid Intervention Taskforce 
These two are other significant tasks the FF carried out under the project. The eight-page long draft of the national mechanism which is to be set up in the NHRC is given the tile, 'Scope, Structure and Responsibility of an Independent National Mechanism for Promotion of Freedom of Expression’. With clear mentioning of why the national mechanism was need in the NHRC, the draft has talked thoroughly on the background efforts of the decision to set the mechanism, its relevance for protection and promotion of FoE, rationale, objectives, and the structure. In the draft of the proposed mechanism, FF has mentioned the objectives of the mechanism as:
a) To serve as a mechanism that helps protect lives of FoE practitioners, particularly journalists against threats and attacks. 
b) To enhance the effectiveness of agencies – investigating, monitoring, and over sight – to ensure justice to victims and their kin, and adequate protection to those facing threats and harassment – through effective coordination and sharing of information.
c) To support efforts to ensure fair trial of suspects, and effective remedy of victims under the rule of law framework.
d) To oversee the work of related officials and agencies to ensure due process and effective remedy, 
e) To undertake effective preventive measures in collaboration with various stakeholders, facilitating their work where needed.
f) Develop into a model for protecting FoE practitioners, particularly journalists and media workers, for the South Asia region and globally.

Moreover, the composition of the mechanism is proposed as 
1. NHRC 
2. Federation of Nepali Journalists (FNJ):  
3. Attorney General’s Office: 
4. Nepal Police: 
5. Office of the Press Registrar or Representative at MoIC
6. FoE NGO 
7. Independent Expert 
Reasons of inclusion of the selective organizations in the RITF 
a) NHRC, as one of the supreme constitutional bodies to advocate entire human rights
b) FNJ, as an umbrella organization of Nepali journalists
c) An organization dedicated to the FoE and media freedom
d) Bar Association, in order to make it balanced and unbiased
e) An organization focused on rights of women journalists and women issues
f) Local Human Rights Organizations, to make the study factual and objective

Similarly, the terms of reference of the RITF are mentioned as: 
1. Action/initiative will be taken immediate after receiving the information about the press freedom violation
1. It will remain active till a week of the incident and then hand over the investigation, action to the mechanism
1. The RITF will be an integral unit of the independent national mechanism and
1. It is always accountable to the mechanism
1. It can mobilize human rights defenders, human rights cell of Nepal police, media persons and other professional organizations/person
1. It can only function as a status update, but not issue report. It, however, provides inputs to the independent mechanism for detailed report.
1. In view of the lack of filing of FIR case on FoE violation and journalists' safety issues, the RITF encourages journalists, and prods/presses police and prosecutors to file FIR, so that police and the judicial body work actively to bring the culprits to book and minimize impunity in the sector of FoE violations. 

4. Draft of Police Guidelines to Handle FoE Issues, Including Safety of Journalists 
Another important task FF carried out under the project is a draft of a guideline for the security persons on handling FoE issues, including the safety of journalists. In the guideline, the concept of who is a journalist, what are their rights, how can police cooperate with them to protect their rights are vividly mentioned. Developed as rule for the security persons, they can learn clearly on how they could protect journalists' rights so as to promote the freedom of expression and press freedom.  
5. Three Trainings to Human Rights defenders 
Three trainings were conducted in different three places- Kathmandu, capital city; Nepalgunj, city in the mid-west, and Biratnagar, city in the eastern part of the country, under the title ‘Effective Monitoring and Documentation for Freedom of Expression and Journalists' Safety'. 
Training in Kathmandu was held on October 22 while in Nepalgunj on October 28 and in Biratnagar on October 31. There were 20 participants in Kathmandu, 24 Nepalgunj and 30 in Biratnagar.
During the trainings, resource persons and FF Chairperson Taranath Dahal informed the participants that the FF was assisting and collaborating with the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) for the establishment of an independent national mechanism at the NHRC for the effective monitoring of the FoE issues and human rights defenders under the implementation of project ‘Increasing Safety of Journalists' by the UNESCO Nepal. Mr Dahal made the participants aware that how important the provisions in Article 19 of UDHR, Interim Constitution 2007, Article 19 of ICCPR and other national and international instruments on FoE were for protecting FoE. He had the presentation on FoE: concept, practices and national and international instruments. 
Similarly, in Kathmandu training, Coordinator at UNESCO, Kathmandu, for ‘Increasing Safety of Journalists’ Project’, Laxman Dutt Pant, informed that the project was brought to implementation by the UNESCO in the post conflict countries as in Nepal. And, it was now working with different stakeholders to set up the national mechanism at the NHRC, he said, urging the participants that they would best utilize the training so that they could whet their skills on monitoring FoE issues and protect journalists' rights. 
During the training in Kathmandu and Nepalgunj, another resource person and Head of Promotion, Policy and Collective Rights Division at the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), Surya Bahadur Deuja, shed light on the ongoing efforts at the NHRC regarding the structure and responsibility of an independent national mechanism envisioned for the promotion of Freedom of Expression (FoE). He stressed that NHRC was committed to protecting and promoting FoE in an effective way. He, in both trainings, made a presentation on the envisioned national mechanism and the rapid intervention task force. 
6. Key Observations
Some observations FF documented after the three trainings- in Kathmandu, Nepalgunj and Biratnagar and other works are: 
1. The independent national independent mechanism should be functional very quickly with its structures in the regional, sub-regional and district levels. 
1. There was a growing need of cooperation and coordination between the journalists and human rights defenders for better protection and promotion of media freedom.
1. The structure of the independent national mechanism should be inclusive with proportionate representations.
1. The training on such pressing issues should be launched in every district for better understanding of FoE and its demarcation.  
1. The monitoring and documentation status of FoE in the district level was very weak, so it needs attention.
1. The concept of rapid intervention taskforce (RITF) for the rescue of HR defenders including the journalists was very good, but its management could not be as easy as thought.
1. Such training would help learn further to make the concept clear on journalists and FoE issues
1. Journalists as the frontline human rights defenders could adopt safety measures to make their profession free, respected and accountable too.
1. International practice on monitoring of FoE issues/press freedom violation could be emulate to make our monitoring 

PROJECT NAME:
‘Organizing dialogue between media workers and professional associations of journalists to develop a safety protocol for dealing with safety issues including that of workplace safety and responsiveness to gender concerns’
ABOUT PROJECT: 
Keeping in mind the Nepali journalists facing intimidations from various sectors for lack of safety measures and the documents as guiding policy to make them safe both from physical and professional viewpoints, Freedom Forum realized the need to prepare a protocol for safety of journalists under the UNESCO Kathmandu’s project of Increasing the Safety of Journalists. However during this fiscal year, one training in Biratnagar was conducted. 
FUNDING AGENCY: International Media Support 
ACTIVITIES DONE

As part of the project, a dialogue among media owners and professional organizations was held in Biratnagar on July 31, 2015. The program was attended by over 40 persons including media owners, managers, editors, chiefs of the professional organizations of media, chairs of the women journalists and the indigenous journalists.

On the occasions, Chairperson of Freedom Forum, and media expert Taranath Dahal, presented a working paper on ‘Role of Media Owners and Professional Organizations for Journalists’ Safety.’ With the presentation, he made aware the participants on stakeholders to make the journalists safe as state and political actors, civil society and academia, media and intermediaries, and UN and other intergovernmental bodies, and the challenges of professional and physical safety of journalists in Nepal.
According to him, the challenges of professional safety of Nepali journalists were- weak implementation of legal mechanism, especially the Working Journalist Act, no social security, no in-house policies for protection, no professional trade unionism and union, no in-house policy on pluralism, no gender sensitivity, no training on ethical professionalism, low level of awareness on rights and duty, and lack of common charter or protocol. He suggested for effective implementation of the Working Journalists’ Act with
In-house human resource policies and guidelines
· Appointment
· Salaries/services/provident funds/retirement funds
· Insurance/compensation/treatments
· Training and skill development
· Welfare funds
· Union/Dialogues/Mediation
Similarly, in the level of policies and practices, the following were suggested:
· News room safety protocols
· Safety and security manuals and strategies
· Different reporting guidelines and training
· Specific measures on gender and cultural sensitivities
Similarly, another expert Vice-President of the Federation of Nepali Journalists (FNJ), Anita Bindu, presented a working paper on how the women journalists could be made safe at the workplace. According to her, there were only 16 percent of women among the total journalists in Nepal. She complained that women were not made sources of news, and the women journalists were assigned only on women issues.
Citing the survey conducted by International Federation of Journalists, she said 13.51 percent of women are sexually harassed at the workplace. Worryingly, 56 percent women journalists face such harassment by the male colleagues. She suggested on creating women-friendly atmosphere at workplace. “All male colleagues need to change their perspectives on women journalists,” she underscored. For certain period of time, women could be provided reservation in journalism to attract them in this field.

On the occasion, some media owners said it could be difficult for the media houses in mofussil to have same guideline/directive as to the national/bid media houses. The media owners face hard times when the journalists leave the job all of a sudden. This trend discourages media owners to be liberal all the times, they complained.
Binita Timalina, representing a media organization, said as the entire women folks were facing social insecurity, women journalists were bearing the brunt.
Voice was also raised that the FNJ needs to be impartial, and put an end to its double standard. The double standard of FNJ was detrimental to the safety of working journalists.

[bookmark: _GoBack]PROJECT NAME: 

Exploring the emerging impacts of open aid and budget data in Nepal

PROJECT PERIOD: September 2013 to May 2014

FUNDING AGENCY: Through World Wide Web Foundation, supported by Canada's International Development Research Center (IDRC)

OBJECTIVES: 
This project set out with four main objectives:

1. To gather and share a baseline of the aid and budget data landscape in Nepal, including a mapping of available data, demand for aid and budget data from civil society and capacity to analyse and use it, along with a mapping of information intermediaries. 
2. To gather and share evidence of impact of open aid and budget data, with a particular goal of informing the development of aid data standards and their implementation in Nepal;
3. To understand and document the governance context of Nepal and the particular challenges and incentives faced by aid and budget data users and potential data users 
4. To foster and nurture a community of organisations working on open aid and budget data in Nepal 

Claiming the potential to improve transparency, accountability, citizen participation and economic activity, open data holds great promise for both the developed and the developing world. Yet, despite these claimed impacts, there has until very recently been a lack of in-depth research to challenge or confirm whether and how open data initiatives in the developing world could deliver on this promise. In response to this, over the past year Development Initiatives, through the Open Data in Developing Countries (ODDC) research programme, has supported two studies to address the emerging impacts of open data – one by Development Research and Training (DRT), published in June, looking at use of open data for resource allocation decision-making in Kenya and Uganda (please read here for more information) and the other, published last month by Freedom Forum, looking at Nepal’s emerging open data movement and the availability, accessibility, use and impact of open aid and budget data in Nepal. 

After more than a decade of civil unrest and governance breakdown, Nepal is experiencing a period of constitution building. The nascent open data movement has been spurred on by government and donor releases of aid data, and government sharing of budget information, as well as by the activities of a group of organizations developing the Open Nepal initiative, one of whom is Development Initiatives. Nepal’s political, organizational, legal, economic, social, and technical terrain presents a complex environment of opportunities and challenges for the further emergence of open data in Nepal. On one hand, Nepal has a strong civil society experienced in advocating for transparency and accountability, improving technical capacity with strong technical leaders, and emerging government support for transparency and openness. On the other hand, Nepal has low levels of internet connectivity, high levels of corruption, a culture of secrecy within government agencies, and limited evidence of demand for open data beyond the educated urban elite.  Nepal ranks low on many social and economic indicators, and it is unknown how open data could play out in an environment with limited financial resources for data infrastructure and sharing, and with high levels of social inequality. Open data in many developed countries has formed from counter cultural roots, however the strong social hierarchies in Nepal could hinder similar attempts to challenge the mainstream. 

Whether the concept of openness through data sharing can thrive in an environment of social exclusion is an interesting question for Development Initiatives’ work in Nepal. It became clear from the activities carried out as part of the Nepal ODDC study that further research is needed to explore how far concepts of open data need to be adapted in order to be relevant to Nepal. To avoid the risk of open data further empowering the already empowered and increasing the level of inequality and the information divide between groups of Nepali people, the study presents a model to guide future efforts to adapt, adopt and apply open data in Nepal. 
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The model combines a constellation of features, the heart of which is dialogue and process, which converge two sets of inter-relating concepts. Recognizing that the fundamental goal of access to information is to empower the people of Nepal, the study recommends a closer integration of open data and Right to Information along with networking, capacity building and a focus on common issues. The model sees dialogue and process as a critical agent in linking this constellation of features:

· Right to Information, Open Data and Empowerment of the People of Nepal - Nepal’s Right to Information Act (RTI) came into effect in 2007 following 17 years of advocacy by civil society and the media. Whilst working from different perspectives RTI and open data are both striving for the same goal to empower the people of Nepal by improving access to information. This model sees an opportunity in Nepal to build connections between the values based approach of RTI and the technical standards of open data to guide future efforts to encourage the sharing of information.
· Networking, Capacity Building and Convergence Around a Common Issue – To facilitate the sharing and use of information a wide range of stakeholders needs to be engaged and networked around common solutions. This ecosystem of actors is formed of data suppliers, data intermediaries and data users, and includes key players such as journalists, civil society, parliamentarians and technical specialists. Technical capacity of these groups to share, access, understand and effectively use information is currently at a low level. In addressing this, initiatives to encourage sharing and use of open data need to harness people’s ambition as well as addressing their skills gap. The model recognizes that data cannot be opened just for the sake of it. In order for open data to be useful it needs to respond to demand, and demand can be encouraged by bringing an issue focus to contextualize the data. This model recognizes a need to concurrently catalyze the information ecosystem, support it with capacity building efforts and engage people’s interest with data converged around a common issue.

Through the Open Nepal initiative, Development Initiatives and Nepali partner organizations are working to catalyze the open data ecosystem and understand what needs to be in place for access to information to lead to impact on development outcomes. Over the coming months Open Nepal hopes to build on the research undertaken during the Nepal ODDC study, and see how these recommendations can be applied in practice.

About the Study:
The Nepal ODDC study combined a top-down look at the context of open data in Nepal with a bottom-up view of emerging uses and outcomes from open data. The study explored perceptions and assumptions about open data, gathered evidence of the types of budget and aid information made available, identified the governance and polity of Nepal’s information ecosystem, and examined the extent to which journalists use, and are able to use, this information to deliver development outcomes. To read more please download the report by Freedom Forum from the Open Data in Developing Countries website here. 

PROJECT NAME: OPEN BUDGET SURVEY-2015
This project is the continuation of F/Y 2013/14

DURATION: 2013-14

BENEFICIARIES: Government (Ministry of Finance), general public, national and international organizations, civil society, researchers, policy makers and shapers,

FUNDING AGENCY: International Budget Partnership (IBP), Washington DC, US

PROJECT OBJECTIVES: 
The major objectives of the initiative were:
· Comprehensive assessment of: 
-public access to timely & comprehensive budget information throughout the budget process 
-opportunities to participate in the budget process 
-strength of oversight: legislatures & external auditors 
· Enhance equity and credibility of policy choice 
· Improves effectiveness and efficacy of budget execution
· Contribute to increase budget transparency level through evidence based advocacy 
 
PROJECT OUTCOMES:
· Budget transparency index of Nepal developed showcasing the level of budget information availability to public and citizen's engagement in budget process
· Enhanced capacity of the organization (Freedom Forum) to collect, analyze and use central budget information 
· Gaps in budget transparency of Nepal clearly identified and recommendations for improvement presented
MAJOR ACTIVITIES:
· Status report of Nepal prepared through rigorous process of open budget survey. 
FINFINGS OF REPORT:
· Nepal's OBS score of 24/100 shows that the Nepal government provided the public with minimal budget information
· With 19/100 on public participation, the Government is weak in providing the public with opportunities to engage in the budget process
· Budget oversight by legislature in Nepal is weak with 18/100 by legislature while budget oversight by SAI is adequate with 75/100
· Nepal's score of 24/100 is substantially lower than the global average score of 45; Bangladesh made the highest score (56) in region followed by India 46, Pakistan 43, Afghanistan 42, Sri Lanka 39
· Nepal scored 36 in 2006, 43 in 2008, 45 in 2010, 44 in 2012 and 24 in 2015. Nepal's score of 24 on 2015 OBI is substantially lower than its score in 2012. However, the regression in transparency observed in Nepal appears to be temporary in nature. The decline is largely due to its failure to make the fiscal year 2013-14 EBP publicly available. However since the end of the OBS research period on 30 June 2014, Nepal has returned to its previous practice of publishing EBP in a timely manner
· Since 2012 the government has increased the availability of budget info by improving the comprehensiveness of the Enacted Budget. However, the government has decreased availability of budget information by failing to make the EBP publicly available. Moreover, the government has failed to make progress in producing a PBS and a CB. 

Major Recommendations: 
Among the major recommendations Nepal should prioritize include publishing consistently the Executive's Budget Proposal in a timely manner, producing and publishing a Pre-Budget Statement and a Citizens Budget, increasing the comprehensiveness of the Year-End Report by presenting more details on planned versus actual debt and interest, as well as on the planned versus actual macroeconomic forecast. Regarding participation, Nepal should establish credible and effective mechanisms (i.e. public hearings, surveys, focus groups) for capturing a range of public perspectives on budget matters, hold legislative hearings on the budgets of specific ministries, departments, and agencies at which testimony from the public is heard, establish formal mechanisms for the public to assist the supreme audit institution to formulate its audit program. 
Towards improving oversight, Nepal should establish a specialized budget research office for the legislature to enable more robust discussions on the budget, ensure the executive receives prior approval by the legislature before implementing a supplemental budget In laws and practice, ensure the legislature is consulted prior to the virement of funds in the Enacted Budget, the spending of any unanticipated revenue, and the spending of contingency funds that were not identified in the Enacted Budget

3. CORE PROGRAMME: 

A. ANNUAL MEDIA REPORT 2014 
As a regular and core activity of the organization, Freedom Forum produced a an annual media report.
As per the report, more than 60 journalists from across the country were affected through the incidents of press freedom violation; while freedom of expression (FoE) challenges saw gradual shift from the press freedom to right to information this year (2014). 
Freedom Forum recorded a total of 27 incidents of press freedom violations this year, which is a decline as compared to the previous year. 
Some highlights of the report: 
Access to information thru RTI difficult
Despite growing regime of RTI in the country, the cases of people's access to information in different parts of the country are reported very difficult and even the threats are mounting on the information requesters. The citizens requesting information in the public agencies in Nepalgunj, Birgunj and Jhapa cities are threatened and even detained without any reason thereby suppressing their rights to information and FoE. Laxman Prasad Sharaf from Parsa district was detained for a day while seeking information at an agriculture office. Similarly, Maiphujur Kabadiya, a resident of Nepalgunj was threatened of life for requesting information at a local market committee. Similar is the case of Thakur Rasaili from Jhapa district. 

Internet/social media users upped
On the other hand, the number of the internet users and media outlets, especially the news portals, has unprecedentedly increased, so that number of people with the access to information is growing. Similarly, with the spread of internet, the users of social media have increased sharply. It has made citizens easier to express and disseminate news and information and create debate on the public issues. Although there is no record of exact number of news portals operated in Nepal, it can be guessed at around 400. The Press Council Nepal however has recorded 121 news portals. Similarly, the internet penetration has reached over 31 percent of the population thereby augmenting people's access to information. 
Freedom of Expression (FoE)
The government, related ministry and concerned public bodies, despite saying that they fully respect FoE and press freedom, cases of violation on their parts are common. Recently, a popular comedy and satirical television programme 'Tito Satya' broadcast in the state-owned television was banned which grossly violated the rights of freedom of expression.  To this, the producer and comedian Dipak Raj Giri said, "The artists like us are not enjoying the full-fledged democracy but a 'semi-democracy'."
Policy front/impunity 
a) The Bill on Contempt of Court was rolled back to the public from the Legislature-Parliament after the media fraternity and civil society grew concerned that the Bill if passed as it was would jeopardize freedom of expression. 

b) The meeting of the Council of Ministers recently decided to transform the state-owned media- Radio Nepal, and Nepal Television- PSB model. 

c) The efforts are on to set up an independent national mechanism at the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) to monitor the FoE issues and rights of the journalists.

d) Though late, the five persons involved in the gruesome killing of journalist Dekendra Thapa have been imprisoned, but for very short time. Four more are still absconding. Process of justice delivery is slow. 

Some notable incidents 
a) In April, a security person made a rape attempt on a woman journalist in an eastern hilly district.

b) On June 1, police arrested a businessman Mohammad Abdul Rahman from Saptari, a district in the southern plain of Nepal, over his comment on facebook post of a news story. On the previous month, a government officer was also arrested on similar case, reasoning 'cyber crime.'

c) Ramesh Rawal reporter with the Karaobar daily from Kalikot, a remote hilly district in the far-western region, was displaced for writing news on financial irregularities in the districts' development activities. Rawal arrived in the capital city, Kathmandu, on July 21, after mounting pressures from the district administration office and the office of the district development committee. He returned home after three months.

d) Kali Bahadur Malla, a journalist working in Kalikot was attacked on the second week of October by a local hotelier over his reporting on liquor sale and distribution in the district headquarters.

e) On December 25, engineers at an irrigation project in Biratnagar, a city in the eastern plains of Nepal, brutally attacked Brahmadev Yadav, guest editor with the Birat weekly, over the news he published on the financial irregularities and corruption thriving in the project. Engineers at Sunsari-Morang Irrigation Project Kedar Tiwari, Prem Chandra Jha and Tara Poudel thrashed editor Yadav asking why he published the news on financial irregularities of the project. 

f) Two other journalists -Narayan Adhikari a correspondent for the National News Agency (RSS) from Chitwan and a woman journalist Rejina Rodan from Jhapa- were attacked and left injured. Rodan, is an editor at local Janaandolan weekly.

Press Freedom Violation during 2014
[image: ]Total Violation = 27, Affected Journalists = 60 +




Analysis 
a. The main reason behind the decline in press freedom violations this year is a relatively stable and peaceful political situation than the previous year. However, a new trend of journalists at local levels being target- is growing. 

b) With the growing RTI regime across the country, the citizens seeking information are being target of public agencies. It is a suppression of people's RTI and FoE. The challenges on FoE are seeing gradual shift from press freedom violation to RTI.

c) The decision to adopt PSB model is an appreciative deed, as the PSB model better hears the voices of the people from diverse communities from across the country. PSB's motto is every citizen's easy access to information. However, for this rigorous preparations are essential. 

d) It is good to have more number of media and spread of internet which further ensure people's access to information.  

e) Similarly, protracted litigation process/hearing and delayed justice can not make the victims realize justice. The lengthy process of hearing also lets space for the victims to escape punishment. 

f) Time has come to monitor the safety threat of the information seekers across the country as they are not only advocating for people's access of information but exercising FoE.

g) The efforts to set up an independent national mechanism at the NHRC to monitor the FoE issues and rights of the journalists are a positive initiative which would help boost FoE. FF has constantly supporting the NHRC for the establishment of the national mechanism which would help ensure free and fair reporting and safe environment for FoE practitioners.

B. LECTURE ON INTERNET FREEDOM
As an organization working in the sector of freedom of expression, Freedom Forum organized a program on internet freedom in Kathmandu on March 23, 2015. 
The talk show mainly featured the views of an international legal and FOE expert, Toby Mendel, from Canada.
In his lecture, expert Mendel broadly spoke on the issues on internet freedom ranging from its technical aspect to the policy and governance. Making elaborate the points of the ‘Joint Declaration on Freedom Expression and the Internet’ issued by four FoE rapporteurs for UN in 2011, he underscored the need of internet literacy in the developing country as Nepal, and the well infrastructures, contextual policy and awareness helpful basics to protect one’s freedom of expression on internet.
“None can block, throttle, and filter the contents on internet, and ban anyone from browsing any website. It is like other medium of communications. However, for the purpose of the security and investigation, a certain rule needs to be devised on searching one’s matters in internet,” he said, adding that protection of internet freedom could be augmented once the protection of privacy was finely defined and ensured.
According to him, the internet is a vast regime bringing together the rights defenders to businessmen, policy makers and technical geeks. So, ensuring internet freedoms need wide discussion among multi-stakeholders.
The participants working in different sectors from security to human rights advocacy put forth queries before him.
At a time the discussion and debate on internet governance was very new in Nepal, the program helped create vibe on internet freedom, one of the essentials in the modern society and functional democracy.
C. PARTICIPATION IN INTERNET GOVERNANCE FORUM:
Media Monitoring Officer Narayan Prasad from Freedom Forum took part in the 9th Internet Governance Forum held in Istanbul, Turkey, from September 2 to 5, 2014. The money/fund provided by IFEX under the title, 'Canadian Journalists' Meeting' was used for his travel, accommodation and participation. Mr Ghimire's participation was very useful to expand knowledge in the sector of freedom of expression and internet freedom, which are the areas the Freedom Forum works.

image1.png
"
Networking

- Activists
- Journalists

- Policy Makers
- Politicians

- Researchers
- Techies

Open Data

it
J&

] | Empowerment

of the People of
Nepal

Capacity f——l‘
Building

- Capacity to Aspire

- socio-Political
Knowledge

- Technical

DIALOGUE
AND PROCESS

Right to
Information

Convergance
Around a
Common Issue





image2.png




