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Executive Summary

Despite nearly two decades of international investment, Afghanistan’s diverse and independent
media sector has experienced a profound decline since the Taliban regained control on August
15, 2021. The once vibrant and dynamic media environment, with its wide range of voices and
critical reporting, has been systematically dismantled. The regime's concerted efforts to bring
all media under their strict control have led to the systematic closure of more than half of the
country's media outlets, forcing hundreds of Afghan journalists, particularly women, out of
their jobs. This dramatic shift in the media landscape has had a devastating impact, depriving
the Afghan public of access to diverse perspectives and independent journalism at a time when
reliable information is crucial.

The country has witnessed the closure of more than half of its media outlets. Television
channels, radio stations, newspapers, and news agencies have been forced to shut down or
drastically reduce their operations. This collapse of the media sector has led to the
unemployment of thousands of journalists, with women bearing the brunt of these job losses.
The Taliban's policies have effectively silenced female voices in the media, depriving them of
their right to work and contribute to public discourse. Many have been forced to flee the
country, while those who remain work under challenging conditions, risking their lives to
provide news coverage.

Journalists who continue to work under Taliban rule do so at significant personal risk. The
regime has imposed draconian restrictions on media content and banned reporting that
contradicts its interpretation of Islamic values or Afghan national interests. This has led to
widespread self-censorship as journalists avoid topics that could provoke retaliation. The
Taliban’s surveillance apparatus closely monitors media activities, and those who dare to defy
the regime’s edicts face harassment, detention, and even physical violence. The fear of
retribution has created an environment in which critical journalism is impossible.

Women, in particular, have been systematically excluded from the media. Female journalists
face severe restrictions, including the requirement to cover their faces when on air. Many have
been forced out of the profession entirely. The Taliban’s policies have effectively erased
women’s voices and perspectives from the public sphere, denying them the opportunity to
contribute to the national discourse and stripping Afghan society of the richness that comes
from diverse viewpoints.

Despite the lack of Internet access and the ongoing threat of Taliban surveillance, Afghan
journalists have adapted to severe media restrictions by increasingly utilizing digital platforms
to bypass censorship and access information. Specifically, 98% of the 270 journalists
interviewed rely on social media platforms such as YouTube, X, and Facebook to disse minate
uncensored content. Additionally, 85% turn to online Afghan media outlets based outside
Afghanistan, including Afghanistan International, Amu TV, and Hasht-E-Suhb, for reliable news

and information. Furthermore, the prevalence of misinformation and a lack of media literacy



among journalists pose significant threats, potentially leading to the spread of false information
and further complicating the already challenging environment for journalism in Afghanistan.

The situation is no less dire for Afghan journalists who have fled to Pakistan and Turkey. In
these countries, exiled journalists grapple with legal and economic challenges, harassment, and
the looming threat of deportation. Many are forced to take up menial jobs to survive, far
removed from the profession they once practiced with passion and dedication. The risk of being
forcibly returned to Afghanistan, where they would face persecution or worse, hangs over
them, exacerbating their already precarious existence.

This report calls on the international community to recognize the dire situation facing Afghan
journalists and to take concrete steps to support media freedom in Afghanistan. It is imperative
to provide moral, political, and financial support to journalists, advocate for the rights of female
media professionals, and hold the Taliban accountable for the human rights violations
perpetrated against the press. Moreover, there is a pressing need to support Afghan journalists
in exile, ensuring that they can continue their work without fear of persecution.

In summary, the Afghan media landscape is in a state of emergency. The Taliban’s repressive
policies have decimated what was once a vibrant and diverse media sector. The voices of
Afghan journalists, especially women, are being systematically silenced, both within the country
and in exile. Immediate and sustained international action is necessary to preserve what
remains of Afghanistan’s independent media and to protect the journalists who continue to
fight for truth and freedom in the face of overwhelming odds.




Key Findings

e Erosion of Media Freedom in Afghanistan - Since the Taliban regained power in August
2021, media freedom in Afghanistan has drastically declined. Over half of the country's
media outlets have closed, leading to widespread unemployment among journalists.
The Taliban's media policies enforce strict censorship, resulting in self-censorship and
threats to journalists still working. As one journalist in Kabul said, "The media in
Afghanistan is dead; we were forced out of our jobs, and those who remain face daily
threats."

e Severe Content Censorship - The Taliban has imposed strict regulations on media
content, banning any reports that contradict their interpretation of Islamic values or
Afghan national interests. As a result, 95% of journalists surveyed in Afghanistan
reported facing restrictions when attempting to document and broadcast their work.
“We are no longer allowed to report on incidents involving the Taliban, especially when
it comes to conflicts within their ranks,” shared a journalist from Badakhshan.

e Gender-Based Discrimination and Exclusion - Female journalists have been
systematically targeted, leading many to leave the profession. Women working in the
media are subjected to strict limitations, such as being required to cover their faces
while on air and being denied opportunities to work. This has effectively silenced female
voices in Afghan media.

e Arbitrary Detention and Physical Abuse - The Taliban have used arbitrary detention and
physical abuse as tools to suppress independent journalism. Journalists are often
detained without charge, held in poor conditions, and subjected to physical abuse.
“Many of us live in fear of being arrested without cause,” said one journalist who had
been detained. The report found that 73% of detained journalists reported experiencing
physical abuse during their detention.

e Self-Censorship as a Survival Tactic - The pervasive atmosphere of fear and intimidation
has led to widespread self-censorship among journalists, both within Afghanistan and in
exile. This has resulted in a homogenized media landscape, with many journalists
avoiding sensitive topics to protect themselves from potential repercussions. A
journalist in Afghanistan said, “Many of us live in fear of being arrested without cause.”

e Use of Social Media to Bypass Censorship - Despite the restrictions, some journalists
have turned to platforms like YouTube to bypass traditional media censorship. However,
these efforts are hampered by unreliable Internet access and ongoing Taliban
surveillance, making it difficult for journalists to operate without fear of retribution.



e Challenges for Afghan Journalists in Exile - Afghan journalists who have fled to Pakistan
and Turkey face significant challenges. In Turkey, Afghan journalists live under the
constant threat of deportation and struggle with legal and economic barriers that
prevent them from continuing their professional careers. Zainab, a journalist based in
Turkey, stated, “For the past three years, the only time | resumed my journalistic work
was through the JHR project, where | participated in training workshops and received
grants to continue writing on human rights.”

e Fear of Deportation and lllegal Migration Routes - The fear of deportation among
Afghan journalists in exile is pervasive. In both Turkey and Pakistan, many journalists live
with the constant anxiety of being forcibly returned to Afghanistan, where they fear
persecution or worse. Some journalists have resorted to utilizing illegal migration routes
to escape these conditions and seek safety in other countries. Jawad, a journalist based
in Istanbul, shared, "I lost my country, my hope, and now my entire family just because |
am a journalist; | wish | were not a journalist."

Recommendations

The following nine recommendations are presented to guide policymakers, funders, advocates, and other
stakeholders in effectively supporting Afghan media professionals and safeguarding press freedom under
the current adverse conditions:

1. Provide Afghan journalists, reporters, and media workers with employment
opportunities, including part-time and internship positions with international media and
similar entities, while keeping safety and security as a top priority. Although such
opportunities are not, by definition, sustainable, they provide much-needed support for
these journalists to continue their work until conditions improve in the country.

2. The international community should exert meaningful pressure to restore and uphold
the legal framework that protects media freedom and the rights of journalists in
Afghanistan.

3. The international community should encourage and facilitate regional cooperation
among Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries to support the Afghan media community.
This could involve creating safe spaces for journalists to operate in exile, sharing
resources, and fostering cross-border collaborations to ensure that Afghan stories
continue to reach global audiences.

4. Strengthen Afghan media organizations, associations, and unions in hosting countries
(and in particular in Pakistan, Turkey, and Iran) to continue producing human rights
focused factual media content that reaches Afghan audiences inside the country to keep
them informed of issues relevant to their daily lives and the future of their human
rights. These media outlets will also play an advocacy role, when possible, for Afghans in
hosting countries to improve community living conditions and maintain their access to
accurate information.
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Develop gender responsive actions in all media-related interventions to tackle the
radical discrimination against women and tailor project interventions to provide women
journalists with access to capacity building opportunities. Afghan media outlets outside
Afghanistan should also prioritize women's issues in their coverage of Afghanistan and
develop the necessary tools and means to amplify their voices during times of extreme
gender oppression.

Implement ongoing capacity-building activities for journalists and media professionals in
the country and in exile to enhance the safety and security of Afghan journalists. This
includes the development of online tools that provide protection to journalists,
particularly those who amplify the voices of the country's most vulnerable.

Leverage the most advanced and proven tools and approaches to fighting mis and
disinformation online for Afghan media in exile. Within closed spaces, mis and
disinformation spread the fastest and have the most negative impact on people’s lives.
Provide exiled Afghan journalists with financial, legal, professional development and
networking support while in exile. It is critical for Afghan journalists to tell human rights
stories from Afghanistan, even if they are in another country. Journalists are most
vulnerable outside of their regular environments. Providing logistical and moral support
is critical for the survival of the truth.

Improve the conditions for Afghan refugees in hosting countries will contribute to
improving the condition of journalists. Working with peers from other countries, hosting
or exiled, is critical for mobilizing the efforts of stakeholders to keep the minimum of
working conditions available to Afghan journalists in hosting countries.




Introduction

The fall of Afghanistan in August 2021 marked a turning point in Afghanistan's history and led
to profound shifts across various sectors, none more so than the media. Once a symbol of the
country’s growing freedom and democratic aspirations, Afghanistan’s media landscape has
been decimated under the Taliban’s rule. Their return to power brought about an era of severe
repression where independent journalism, once flourishing, is now under existential threat.?

Before the Taliban’s resurgence, Afghanistan had one of the most vibrant media sectors in the
region. The country boasted 160 television channels, 311 radio stations, 90 print newspapers,
and 26 news agencies. These outlets provided a platform for diverse voices, fostering public
debate, holding those in power accountable, and ensuring that the Afghan public had access to
a broad range of information. Journalists, including a significant number of women, played a
crucial role in this ecosystem, with 7,746 journalists and 4,112 media employees actively
engaged in the sector.?

However, the Taliban’s rapid takeover has dismantled much of this progress. In the three years
following their return to power, more than half of the country’s media outlets have been forced
to close.?In total, 51.45% of media outlets ceased operations during this period, with 302
closures out of 587 pre-existing outlets. The number of operational television channels has
plummeted by 59.38%, radio stations by 35.69%, print newspapers by a staggering 87.78%, and
news agencies by 65.38%. > These closures are not just a loss of business; they represent a
profound erosion of the freedom of expression and the right to information for the Afghan
people.®

The impact on those working in the media has been equally severe. The total number of
journalists and media employees has dropped from 11,858 to 4,600—a reduction of 61%. ’ The
decline is particularly acute among women, with the number of female journalists and media
employees decreasing by more than 80%. & This gendered impact highlights the broader
strategy of the Taliban to exclude women from public life and effectively silence their voices.

This report also extends its focus to the situation of Afghan journalists who have fled to
neighbouring countries, particularly Pakistan and Turkey. Many of these journalists left
Afghanistan not just due to economic circumstances but to escape severe restrictions and
threats to their lives, often because of their past reporting on the Taliban and their efforts to
hold the regime accountable. In these countries, they continue to face significant challenges,
including limited opportunities to practice journalism and the constant threat of persecution.
As a result, many have been forced to abandon their profession, finding themselves in
precarious employment situations such as construction work or street vending. The transition
from journalism to these alternative forms of livelihood underscores the severe impact of the
Taliban’s policies on the profession and extends beyond Afghanistan’s borders. °

The media’s role as a watchdog and a pillar of democratic society has been fundamentally
compromised. The Taliban’s repressive policies, including broad censorship measures and the



imposition of vague regulations prohibiting content that contradicts “Islamic values” or “Afghan
values,” have created a climate of fear and uncertainty. Journalists who remain in Afghanistan,
as well as those who have fled to neighbouring countries, face constant surveillance,
harassment, and the threat of arbitrary detention or worse. As a result, self-censorship has
become a widespread survival tactic, leading to a homogenization of media content and the
erosion of public trust in the media.

This needs assessment aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the current state of media
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Turkey three years into the Taliban’s rule. Drawing on a
combination of primary data from interviews with 350 journalists, both within Afghanistan and
in exile, as well as secondary data from extensive literature reviews, this report seeks to
document the challenges faced by Afghan journalists and media outlets. It also explores the
broader implications of the Taliban’s media control strategies on freedom of expression, access
to information, and the role of media in Afghan society.

1. USIP. (2023). Event Extra: Afghanistan's Media Landscape Amid Taliban Rule. Retrieved from
[usip.org](https://www.usip.org/publications/2023/01/event-extra-afghanistans-media-landscape-amid-taliban-rule)

2. Afghanistan: Dramatic loss of independent media and free expression over past two years — Comprehensive new report / IFJ. (2023, August
15). https://www.ifj.org/media-centre/news/detail/article/afghanistan-dramatic-loss-of-independent-media-and-free-expression-over-past-
two-years-comprehensive-new-report

3. RSF. (2021). Since the Taliban takeover, 40% of Afghan media have closed, 80% of women journalists have lost their jobs. Retrieved from
[rsf.org](https://rsf.org/en/taliban-takeover-40-afghan-media-have-closed-80-women-journalists-have-lost-their-jobs)

4. RFE/RL. (2024). This Is What It's Like To Be A Journalist Under Taliban Rule. Retrieved from [rferl.org](https://www.rferl .org/a/afghanistan-
taliban-press-freedom-journalists-media/32925395.html)

5. Afghan Witness. (2024). The stories of Afghanistan's women journalists. Retrieved from
[afghanwitness.org](https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/the-stories-of-afghanistan%E2%80%99s-women-journalists)

6. RSF. (2024). Afghanistan: Media landscape suffocated by repressive Taliban directives that target women in particular. Ret rieved from
[rsf.org](https://rsf.org/en/afghanistan-media-landscape-suffocated-repressive-taliban-directives-target-women-particular)

7.1CTJ. (2023). AFGHAN MEDIA UNDER THE TALIBAN. Retrieved from [ictj.org](https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/2023 -
01/AHRDO_Report_Afghan-Media-Under-Taliban.pdf)

8. UNESCO. (2024). UNESCO's Support for Afghan Media: Amplifying Voices of Journalists Amidst Crisis. Retrieved from
[unesco.org](https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/unescos-support-afghan-media-amplifying-voices-journalists-amidst-crisis)

9. USIP. (2023). Event Extra: Afghanistan's Media Landscape Amid Taliban Rule. Retrieved from
[usip.org](https://www.usip.org/publications/2023/01/event-extra-afghanistans-media-landscape-amid-taliban-rule)




Methodology

The methodology for this assessment was designed to provide a comprehensive understanding
of the challenges faced by Afghan journalists in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Turkey. The report
aims to consolidate knowledge about the Taliban’s policies and practices and their impacts on
media rights and press freedoms in Afghanistan since August 2021, as well as the obstacles and
restrictions of hundreds of journalists who fled the country in search of safety in Pakistan and
Turkey.

The primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews. Interviews provide the
flexibility to explore the severe restrictions, threats, and challenges that the participants face in
their professional and personal lives. In addition to individual interviews, focus groups were
held with smaller groups of journalists in each country. These sessions facilitated collective
discussions on shared experiences and challenges, with a focus on the impact of the Taliban’s
media control policies and the transition from journalism to other forms of livelihood. The
interviews were conducted using secure online meeting platforms that allow participants to
share their experiences safely and confidentially.

Secondary data collection was also crucial to this assessment. An extensive literature review
was conducted to contextualize the primary data within the broader media landscape in
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Turkey. This review included reports from international
organizations, human rights groups, and academic studies that have documented the situation
of media and journalists in these countries since the Taliban takeover. Additionally, critical
documents related to media laws, regulations, and policies in Afghanistan and relevant legal
frameworks in Pakistan and Turkey were analyzed to provide insights into the legal challenges
journalists face and the degrees of media freedom under different political regimes.

Data analysis

The data collected was analyzed using a thematic analysis approach. The interview transcripts
and focus group discussions were coded to identify recurring themes and issues. This process
was iterative, with themes being refined and redefined as the analysis progressed. The key
themes identified included censorship and content regulation, gender-based oppression,
threats and harassment, self-censorship, challenges faced by journalists in exile, and the impact
of the Taliban’s policies on media diversity and freedom of expression. The analysis also
included a comparative examination of the media landscape before and after the Taliban’s
takeover, providing a crucial understanding of the changes and specific challenges that have
emerged. Additionally, regional differences were explored, and, in particular, the various
challenges faced by journalists in Afghanistan as compared to those in Pakistan and Turkey. This
offers a deeper understanding of how different political and social contexts influence the
journalists’ situations.



The Fall of Free Press in Taliban-Controlled Afghanistan

In accordance with ethical research principles, all data was subject to de-identification
procedures. Pseudonyms or numerical codes replaced real names, and any potentially
identifiable details were modified and excluded to safeguard participant confidentiality and
privacy. The de-identified data will be stored securely, with limited access, and all digital files
will be encrypted to protect participant privacy.

Taliban’s Media Control Mechanisms and Policies

Since the Taliban's return to power in August 2021, the media landscape in Afghanistan has
undergone a drastic transformation marked by severe restrictions and widespread closures of
media outlets. Despite the Taliban's initial assurances of media and journalist freedom and
independence, the reality on the ground has been quite different.

On August 17, 2021, Zabihullah Mujahid, the Taliban regime's spokesman and Deputy Minister
of Information and Culture, announced a "framework" to govern media operations, effectively
tightening the regime's control over the information landscape. This was followed a month
later; on September 19, 2021, the Government Media and Information Centre imposed new,
stringent media restrictions called the "11 Rules of Journalism." 1©

On November 21, 2021, the Taliban issued eight "Religious Guidelines" and further solidified
their grip on the media. Since then, the regime has repeatedly warned Afghan journalists and
media workers against publishing or broadcasting any content that the Taliban perceive as
contradicting "Islamic values" and "national interests." This has had a chilling effect, as media
organizations and journalists have been compelled to engage in extensive self-censorship to
avoid potential retaliation. *

These restrictions extend to the airwaves. The Taliban banned privately owned TV channels
from airing news programs from international broadcasters, including Voice of America and the
BBC, on March 28, 2022. This move limits the diversity of information available to the Afghan
public and undermines their access to independent and objective reporting.

10. Reporters Without Borders, “Afghanistan: ‘11 Journalism Rules’ Imposed by Taliban Open Way to Censorship and Arbitrary Decisions,
RSF Warns,” https://rsf.org/en/afghanistan-11-journalism-rules-imposed-taliban-open-way-censorship-and-arbitrary-decisions-rsf

11. Rahmani and Butler, “Afghanistan’s Intelligence Agency”; International Federation of Journalists, “Afghanistan: Taliban’s New

Directives Will Further Muzzle Press Freedom,” November 30, 2021, https://www.ifj.org/media-centre/news/detail/category/pressreleases/
article/afghanistan-talibans-new-directives-will-further-muzzle-press-freedom.html (accessed August 10, 2024).

12. Reporters Without Borders, “Act Quickly to Protect Afghan Journalists, RSF Tells New UN Special Rapporteur,” April 11, 2022,
https://rsf.org/en/act-quickly-protect-afghan-journalists-rsf-tells-new-un-special-rapporteur (accessed July 22, 2022); The Print, “UN
Extends Support to Afghanistan’s Embattled Media,” April




The media landscape in Afghanistan has undergone a dramatic transformation since the
Taliban's return to power, with objective and independent journalism effectively abolished due
to pervasive censorship and self-censorship. This regression threatens to reverse two decades
of progress in shifting societal norms, particularly regarding gender equality and progressive
values. 13 The Taliban has systematically imposed a media control regime that stifles dissent,
suppresses free expression, and ensures public narratives align with their ideological views. This
assault on press freedom has profound implications for the Afghan people, as free and
independent media plays a critical role in providing comprehensive information on decisions
and events impacting their daily lives. The lack of robust accountability mechanisms heightens
the need for uncensored media that can expose wrongdoing, amplify marginalized voices, and
serve as a check on the new regime's authority.

However, the Taliban's stringent policies and control over media activities make the realization
of a truly free press less likely and pose a significant threat to the fundamental rights and
democratic aspirations of the Afghan people. The erosion of press freedom represents a grave
setback for the country's democratic development and the well-being of its citizens. Freedom of
expression should allow the free flow of information, not just what authorities deem
acceptable. For transparency and accountability, the media must report on public officials and
state policies without fear or interference.

Despite the Taliban's promises of "free and independent" media, their new policies grant local
officials extensive control over media operations. Rule 7 of the "11 Rules of Journalism" gives
the Taliban authority over all news content, prohibiting publication or broadcast of material not
officially approved by Taliban officials. ¢ This means they can block any content they disagree
with or find critical. Media organizations are advised to handle unsanctioned content
cautiously. ¥

Rules 10 and 11 require news production to align with "Taliban ideology," mandating
coordination with the Government Media and Information Center (GMIC) for content
preparation.® The GMIC has created a form to help media outlets comply with regulations,
though the specifics of these "reports" remain unclear, risking journalists' safety if they violate
these rules.*®

The Taliban's control over news output undermines press freedom and timely news
dissemination in Afghanistan. Journalists lose independence and face delays, needing Taliban
approval before publishing. In provinces, Taliban officials pressure the media to p ublish
favourable reports. Journalists in Kandahar, Nangarhar and Helmand Provinces find it
"impossible" to work professionally under these conditions.?° Local journalists there noted that
the Taliban only want their narratives published, leading to widespread self-censorship. Local
journalists in Herat, Balkh and, Badakhshan, Parwan provinces have described the current
media landscape as "unlawful," explaining that if they do not share the information in the
advance report on issues the Taliban do not want to be known, they can get in trouble.?* A
reporter from a well-known Afghan TV channel told JHR



The Taliban reviews reports and news before they are made public. Publication and broadcast of
these reports only happen after the Taliban has given approval. In most cases, publication is not
allowed until approval has been obtained. 22

Since early 2022, Taliban security forces have increasingly controlled media affairs. Initially
managed by civilian institutions like the Ministry of Information and Culture, the role has
shifted to state security services. The General Directorate of Intelligence (GDI) imposed an
"unwritten, unannounced security regime," restricting media from publishing "false news and
baseless rumours." Journalists face mistreatment, including beatings and arbitrary detention.?3
Journalists now need permission letters from local Taliban spokespersons, which serve to
identify them to Taliban security officials. Although seemingly protective, this measure treats
media workers as potential security threats, with GDI crackdowns likely to intensify. Even with
permission, journalists face intimidation, arrest, and question the letters' protective intent.24
The Taliban's approach to media control is characterized by harassment, attacks, and detention
of journalists, reflecting a desire for strict oversight rather than fostering a free press. This
hostile environment has led to Afghanistan's precipitous drop in the 2024 Press Freedom Index,
ranking 178th out of 180 countries.?>

13. Reporters Without Borders. (2022). "Afghanistan: Media Freedom in Free Fall." https://rsf.org/en/country/afghanistan

14. Human Rights Watch. (2021, October 1). Afghanistan: Taliban Severely Restrict Media. Retrieved from
[HRW](https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/10/01/afghanistan-taliban-severely-restrict-media)

15. Noorzai, R. (2021, October 21). What Taliban’s Publishing, Broadcasting Directives Mean for Afghan Media. VOA.
https://www.voanews.com/a/what-taliban-s-publishing-broadcasting-directives-mean-for-afghan-media-/6253972.html

16. lbid

17. Ibid

18. Afghanistan: “11 journalism rules” imposed by Taliban open way to censorship and arbitrary decisions, RSF warns | RSF. (2021, September
22). Rsf.org. https://rsf.org/en/afghanistan-11-journalism-rules-imposed-taliban-open-way-censorship-and-arbitrary-decisions-rsf

19. Rsf, “What Taliban’s Publishing”; Reporters Without Borders, “11 Journalism Rules.”

20. West Observer, “Afghan Journalists in Kandahar Speaks Out about Taliban Repression,” May 4, 2022, https://westobserver.com/news/
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Afghanistan Press Freedom Index (2019-2024)
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Note: Lower ranking indicates better press freedom. Total countries ranked: 180.

Key Observations:
® Press freedom remained relatively stable from 2019 to 2021.
e Asignificant decline occurred after 2021, coinciding with the Taliban takeover.
e The situation has continued to worsen, reaching the lowest point in 2024.

Censorship and Control Over Media Content

Since the Taliban's return to power, Afghanistan's media landscape has been profoundly altered
by stringent content regulation and pervasive censorship. These changes have systematically
eroded press freedom as the Taliban seeks to control the narrative by imposing a restrictive
framework on the country's once-thriving media sector. Central to this effort is the imposition
of the "11 journalism rules," which serve as both a symbolic and practical tool for enforcing
compliance with the Taliban's ideological stance. The "11 journalism rules," decreed without
input from media stakeholders, epitomize the Taliban's strategy to suffocate press freedom.2°
These vaguely worded directives effectively grant the Taliban unchecked power to censor
content under the guise of protecting Islamic values and national integrity. The first rule states
that journalists must not publish stories that are "contrary to Islam," a requirement that is left
intentionally vague and open to subjective interpretation by the regime. Another rule prohibits
content that could "insult national figures" or "violate privacy," further restricting the ability of
journalists to cover sensitive political or social issues.?’



Rules 7 and 8 are particularly concerning as they directly facilitate a return to news control and
censorship. Rule 7 states, "Matters that have not been confirmed by officials at the time of
broadcasting or publication should be treated with care," effectively mandating that all news
must be vetted by Taliban officials before being reported. Rule 8 adds that "Matters that could
have a negative impact on the public's attitude or affect morale should be handled carefully
when being broadcast or published." This rule further stifles independent journalism by
imposing vague criteria for censorship based on subjective interpretations of "public morale."?®

The danger of these rules is compounded by rules 10 and 11, which demand that media outlets
"prepare detailed reports in coordination with the Government Media and Information Centre
(GMIC)" and require them to "adhere to the principle of neutrality in what they disseminate"
and "only publish the truth." These requirements not only enforce a state-controlled narrative
but also open the door to widespread persecution of journalists who fail to comply.?° Likewise,
these requirements not only enforce a state-controlled narrative but also open the door to
widespread persecution of journalists who fail to comply.3°

One of the most glaring examples of this crackdown is the closure of Afghanistan International
TV, a media outlet operating in exile. The Taliban not banned its broadcasts and issued threats
to journalists working for the channel, stating that they would face imprisonment if they
continued their work because of coverage of anti-Taliban protests in Badakhshan, which were
violently dispersed, and revelations about the use of torture against political prisoners in
Kabul's Pul-e-Charkhi prison. This is part of a broader pattern of repression, where the Taliban
have systematically targeted media outlets that refuse to comply with their draconian
regulations.3?

In November 2021, the Taliban's Ministry for Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice
introduced an eight-point directive that further restricted media content, which has led to a
significant reduction in media diversity, forcing journalists to self-censor or face severe
consequences. The Taliban have also issued a 12-point directive emphasizing that media outlets
must not publish unverified content and must align their reporting with Taliban-approved
narratives. This directive, with its vague language and broad scope, has heightened fears of
increased Taliban intervention in media operations. One journalist in Badakhshan shared his
concerns by saying, "We are no longer allowed to report on incidents involving the Taliban,
especially when it comes to conflicts within their ranks. Even a simple news story about a local
dispute could lead to severe consequences for us."3?




JHR interviews with 270 journalists across 12 Afghan provinces reveal significant content gaps

in media under Taliban rule. Women's issues (54 mentions), human rights (45), and political
criticism (42) emerged as the most underrepresented topics, reflecting the regime's strict
censorship of gender equality and dissent. Factual reporting (36) and entertainment (30) follow,
indicating tight control over information flow and cultural expression. This hierarchy of content
gaps, with societal rights and political discourse at the forefront, underscores the Taliban's
impact on media freedom. Less frequent mentions of investigative reporting, educational
content, and cultural topics further highlight the challenges in producing diverse, in-depth
content under restrictive conditions. The findings demonstrate how Taliban censorship severely
constrains the media landscape, limiting comprehensive coverage and suppressing diverse
perspectives in Afghan society.33

Underrepresented Content in Afghan Media

Based on survey of 270 journalists across 12 Afghan provinces
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The Taliban's crackdown on media has created a pervasive atmosphere of fear, where
journalists are forced to choose between self-censorship or facing potentially deadly

consequences.




Of the 270 journalists we interviewed in Afghanistan across 12 provinces, 95% reported facing
restrictions when attempting to document and broadcast their work under the Taliban. Most of
these journalists stated that the Taliban required them to obtain a letter of permission to carry
out recordings and activities, with additional requirements for a certification letter confirming
their status as current or former journalists. Furthermore, many journalists experienced direct
interference in their work at the editorial level, including mandatory approvals on produced
content before it could be published.33

Media Censorship in Afghanistan (2024)
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Key Findings:

* 95% of journalists reported facing restrictions under Taliban rule.

¢ Most journalists are required to obtain permission letters for recordings and activities.

¢ Many need certification letters confirming their status as current or former journalists.

« Significant editorial interference, including mandatory content approval before publication.

Based on a survey of 270 journalists across 12 Afghan provinces

This survey reflects the challenging circumstances for journalists in Afghanistan as of 2024.

The impact of these regulations is most evident in the shrinking diversity of media content.
With restrictions in place on sensitive topics—such as women's rights, political dissent, and
critiques of the Taliban's governance—journalists are increasingly forced to self-censor. The
outcome is a media environment that lacks diverse viewpoints and is standardized to only
present content that aligns with the governing authority's standards.



This self-censorship is driven by a well-founded fear of retribution, as evidenced by numerous
reports of journalists facing threats, harassment, and even physical violence for attempting to
report on prohibited topics.

Despite severe restrictions, 98% of the 270 interviewed Afghan journalists use platforms like
YouTube, X, and Facebook to bypass traditional media censorship and share uncensored
content. These digital spaces offer a means to share uncensored content and reach a broader
audience, providing a lifeline for free expression in an otherwise oppressive environment.
Additionally, 85% rely on online Afghan media outlets operating outside the country, such as
Afghanistan International, Amu TV, and Hasht-E-Suhb, for accessing and disseminating crucial
information. These exiled platforms play a pivotal role in keeping the flow of information alive
for those within the country. However, efforts are hindered by unreliable Internet access and
Taliban surveillance, creating a climate of fear that disrupts consistent content production. The
spread of misinformation and disinformation on social media, combined with a lack of media
literacy, poses significant risks, potentially leading to the unintentional dissemination of false
information and further complicating the already challenging landscape for journalism in
Afghanistan.33

Based on survey of 270 journalists across 12 Afghan provinces
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Key Findings:

» 98% of interviewed journalists use platforms like YouTube, X, and Facebook to
bypass traditional media censorship.

» 85% rely on online Afghan media outlets operating outside the country for
accessing and disseminating crucial information.

» These digital spaces and exiled platforms provide a lifeline for free expression in
an otherwise oppressive environment.
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Moreover, the impact of these regulations is not limited to individual journalists but extends to
the overall media landscape. There has been a significant decrease in the number of active
media outlets, largely due to direct interventions by the Taliban and broader economic and
social pressures imposed by the regime. As a result, the once-vibrant media sector now
operates at only a fraction of its previous capacity. This decline is not just about job losses and
business closures; it signifies the weakening of a crucial public institution that previously played
a central role in Afghan civil society.3

The situation is further exacerbated by the Taliban's deliberate manipulation of media laws. The
suspension of the Mass Media Law and the Access to Information Law has left journalists
without legal protections, operating in a legal vacuum that the Taliban exploits to further its
agenda. The imposition of new media directives, particularly those that target women
journalists, has led to an exodus of media professionals, further diminishing the capacity of the
Afghan media to function as a platform for diverse voices and perspectives.3>

The erosion of media freedom has led to a significant reduction in the public's access to reliable
information, with many relying on increasingly censored and controlled sources for news. This,
in turn, undermines the public's ability to make informed decisions, thereby weakening the very
fabric of Afghan society. As the Taliban tightens its grip on the media, the space for
independent journalism continues to shrink, leaving the Afghan people with a dangerously
narrow view of the world around them.
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Gender-Based Discrimination in Media

The Taliban regime has implemented several gender-specific restrictions that target female
journalists and women working in the media. These policies impose strict controls on women's
clothing, restrict their freedom of expression and movement, and hinder their ability to fulfill
their roles as reporters. Women are prohibited from attending press conferences, denied
interviews by Taliban officials, and, in some provinces, barred from working or appearing on
camera. Many have also been dismissed from public-sector jobs. These anti-women policies are
designed to remove women from the media and public life, confining them to domestic roles.

In 2021, the Taliban quickly implemented a series of oppressive measures explicitly targeting
women in the media, beginning with the mandatory hijab directive in November.3” This was
followed by an even stricter rule in May 2022 requiring female journalists to cover their entire
faces while on air, leaving only their eyes visible. The enforcement of these rules was
immediate and uncompromising, with Taliban spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid framing these
measures as necessary to preserve women's "modesty and honour." These restrictive dress
codes were part of a broader strategy to systematically marginalize and eventually eliminate

women from the media landscape altogether.3®

Female journalists have been subjected to systematic exclusion from media-related activities.
They have been barred from attending press conferences and denied interviews with Taliban
officials. In many regions, such as Helmand and Badakhshan, women have been entirely banned
from working in the media sector. This has forced countless women out of their professions,
either through direct pressure and threats from the Taliban or by making it effectively
impossible for them to continue their work under the new oppressive restrictions. The Taliban's
actions have not only violated the fundamental rights of female journalists but have also
deprived the Afghan public of diverse perspectives and voices in the media, leading to a
narrowing of the public discourse.®®

The impact of these restrictions has been severe. As of March 2024, there were only 600 active
female journalists in Afghanistan, down from 2,833 women working in journalism before
August 2021. Many have been forced to leave the country, while those who stayed faced a
hostile and dangerous work environment. Harassment and violence against female journalists
have become rampant, with 79% reporting threats or physical violence by early 2022. These
acts of intimidation are not isolated incidents but part of a systematic effort to silence female
voices in the media.*°

The Taliban's exclusion of women from the media is more than just a violation of gender rights;
it is a direct assault on the principles of free speech and media diversity. The removal of female
journalists from public discourse has led to a media landscape dominated by male perspectives,
where issues critical to women are either ignored or misrepresented. This shift has profound
implications for Afghan society, where the absence of diverse voices in the media undermines
the public's ability to receive comprehensive and balanced news coverage.*



The situation for female journalists who have fled to neighbouring countries like Pakistan and
Turkey is equally grim. These exiled journalists continue to face significant challenges, including
limited employment opportunities and the constant threat of reprisals from Taliban affiliates.
The psychological toll of living in exile, coupled with the ongoing fear for their families' safety in
Afghanistan, has made it difficult for these women to rebuild their lives and careers.

As the Taliban continues to consolidate its power, the future for women in Afghan media looks
increasingly bleak. However, the resilience and determination of female journalists remain
strong. Despite the risks, some continue to work secretly, finding ways to tell the stories that
matter, even under the threat of violence. The international community must recognize the
urgency of supporting these women, both within Afghanistan and in exile, to preserve media
diversity and uphold the rights of women in the face of tyranny.

The systematic targeting of female journalists by the Taliban is not only an attack on gender
equality but also an attempt to control the narrative in Afghanistan. By silencing women in the
media, the Taliban is reshaping the public discourse to reflect their extremist ideology, leaving
Afghan society with a skewed and incomplete understanding of the world around them. The
international community must act swiftly to support these women and ensure that their voices
are not lost in the fight against oppression.*?
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The Plight of Afghan Journalists in Afghanistan

Over the past three years, press freedoms and media independence have been severely
curtailed through restrictive policies, intimidation, violence, and economic pressures. This
analysis examines the overall situation for Afghan journalists and media workers from 2021 to
2024, focusing on key areas of concern.

Job Losses

In the wake of the Taliban's resurgence in August 2021, Afghanistan's media landscape has
undergone significant upheaval, marked by widespread layoffs and the systematic erosion of
press freedoms. In total, 51.45% of media outlets ceased operations during this period, with
302 closures out of 587 pre-existing outlets. The most severe impact was observed in print
newspapers, experiencing an 87.78% reduction, followed by news agencies (65.38% decrease),
television channels (59.38% decline), and radio stations (35.69% reduction). This trend
continues, as evidenced by recent events such as the suspension of 17 broadcast licenses in
Nangarhar province over alleged tax non-payment. Additionally, two private TV stations in
Kabul, Noor TV and Barya TV, were suspended for purportedly violating national and Islamic
values. The closure of these media outlets has resulted in widespread unemployment among
journalists.3
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Key Findings

1. Print media most affected (-87.78%)

2. Radio least affected (-35.69%)
3. Overall decline across all sectors
4. TV channels reduced by over half

5. News agencies down by 65.38%

.

TV Channels Radio Stations Print Newspapers News Agencies
-59.38% -35.69% -87.78% -65.38%

* Print Newspapers and News Agencies after Fall 2024 are marked with asterisks in the original data




Before the Taliban takeover, 11,858 individuals were in journalism, including 7,746 journalists
and 4,112 media employees. Of these, 5,608 were male journalists, and 2,138 were female
journalists. However, after the Taliban's rise to power, the number of journalists and media
personnel plummeted to 4,599, with a 91% and 73.5% drop in female journalists and media
employees, respectively, leaving only 194 and 355. In provinces like Helmand, Badakhshan, and

Zabul, women are largely excluded from media positions, reflecting the Taliban's restrictive
gender policies.*

Changes in Afghan Media Workforce After Taliban Takeover (2021)
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Key Observations:

« All categories of media workers saw significant declines after the Taliban takeover.
+ Female journalists were the most affected, with a 91% reduction in their numbers.
» The overall number of journalists decreased by 61%.

+ Female media employees saw a 73.5% reduction, indicating a disproportionate impact on women in the media sector.

Data reflects changes in Afghanistan's media workforce before and after the Taliban takeover in 2021.

The economic collapse that followed the Taliban's takeover further exacerbated the situation.
Many media outlets that managed to survive the initial wave of closures have since been
unable to sustain operations due to a severe lack of funding and advertising revenue. This has
driven additional job losses, with entire newsrooms being shuttered and journalists forced to
leave the profession. The International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) states that Afghanistan is
now one of the most dangerous countries in the world for journalists, with a drastic rise in job
losses and an overall decline in press freedom under the Taliban's regime.*




Journalists who remain employed face daily threats and operate under severe restrictions. "We
were forced out of our jobs, and those who remain face daily threats.*> The media in
Afghanistan is dead," lamented a journalist from Kabul. For female journalists, the situation is
particularly dire.*®

Human Rights Violations

The human rights violations against Afghan journalists under the Taliban are extensive and
deeply troubling. The regime has employed a variety of tactics to suppress the media, including
constant surveillance, intimidation, arbitrary arrests, physical abuse, enforced disappearances,
and targeted killings. These violations have created an environment of pervasive fear, where
journalists operate under the constant threat of violence and repression.*’

Journalists in Afghanistan are under constant surveillance by the Taliban, with media offices
frequently subjected to unannounced raids. These raids are framed as efforts to ensure
compliance with the regime’s strict media regulations but are primarily intended to intimidate
journalists and silence dissent. Random checks at checkpoints are also common, with
journalists being stopped, searched, and questioned without cause. This constant surveillance
has created a climate of fear, where journalists must constantly be on guard, knowing that any
perceived misstep could result in their detention or worse.*®

The Taliban routinely employ intimidation tactics to silence dissenting voices within the media.
Journalists receive warnings in the form of threatening letters, phone calls, or in-person visits
from Taliban members. These threats are particularly aimed at those reporting on sensitive
issues like women'’s rights, corruption within the Taliban ranks, or the activities of resistance
groups. The fear generated by these threats has led many journalists to practice self-censorship
or, in some cases, to leave the profession altogether.*®

Arbitrary arrests and detentions have become a common tactic used by the Taliban to suppress
the media. Journalists are often detained without charge, held incommunicado, and subjected
to harsh treatment. The conditions of detention are typically poor, with reports of
overcrowding, lack of access to basic necessities, and abuse by guards.>® These arrests serve not
only to punish the individual journalists but also to send a clear message to others in the media:
defy the Taliban at your own risk. Human Rights Watch reports that over 60 journalists have
been arbitrarily detained since August 2021, many of whom have yet to be released.!

Physical abuse of journalists is a widespread and well-documented issue under the Taliban
regime. Reports from human rights organizations indicate that journalists are frequently
subjected to beatings, torture, and other forms of physical abuse while in custody. These
abuses are often intended to serve as a deterrent to other journalists who might consider
reporting on issues that the Taliban deems sensitive or inappropriate. In a report by the
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, 73% of detained journalists reported
experiencing physical abuse during their detention.>?



Enforced disappearances have sadly become a harrowing reality for Afghan journalists. When
Taliban forces detain journalists, they often vanish without a trace, leaving their families and
colleagues in a state of anguish and uncertainty. The Taliban rarely acknowledge these
disappearances, and there is no official process for investigating or resolving such cases.

The most extreme form of repression faced by Afghan journalists is targeted killings. Since
August 2021, several high-profile journalists have been assassinated in what are believed to be
politically motivated attacks.>3 These killings are often carried out with impunity, as the Taliban
regime has shown little interest in investigating or prosecuting those responsible. The targeted
killings of journalists serve as a stark warning to others in the media, reinforcing the message
that dissent will not be tolerated. Reporters Without Borders (RSF) has reported that at least 12
journalists have been killed in targeted attacks since the Taliban took control in 2021.°*

One of the most troubling aspects of the current situation is the complete lack of accountability
for the human rights violations committed against journalists. The Taliban has shown no
interest in investigating these abuses, and there is virtually no legal recourse for victims or their
families. This lack of accountability has only emboldened those who perpetrate violence against
journalists, knowing that they are unlikely to face any consequences for their actions. A report
by Human Rights Watch indicates that out of the dozens of reported cases of violence against
journalists, none have resulted in any formal investigation or prosecution under Taliban rule.
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Surveillance, Inspections, and Summons

The Taliban's use of surveillance against journalists has become a cornerstone of their strategy
to control the media in Afghanistan. This surveillance takes many forms, including raids on
media offices, random checks at checkpoints, and the summoning of journalists for questioning.
These tactics are designed to keep journalists in a constant state of fear and insecurity, knowing
that they are constantly being watched and could be detained or harassed at any moment.>®

Media offices are often subjected to unannounced raids by Taliban forces, ostensibly to ensure
compliance with the regime’s media regulations. These raids serve a dual purpose.: They not
only intimidate journalists but also allow the Taliban to search for any materials or information
that could be used against them. These raids are a clear message to the media that the Taliban
is in control and that any deviation from their prescribed narrative will not be tolerated.>®

In addition to raids, journalists are frequently subjected to random checks at checkpoints
throughout the country. These checks are often carried out without cause, and journalists are
stopped, searched, and questioned about their work. The unpredictability of these checks adds
to the atmosphere of fear, as journalists never know when they might be targeted. This
constant threat of surveillance has led many journalists to alter their behaviour, practicing self-
censorship or avoiding sensitive topics altogether to avoid drawing the attention of the
Taliban.®’

Journalists are also regularly summoned for questioning by Taliban officials. These summonses
are typically vague, with journalists being called in to explain their reporting or justify their
coverage of specific topics. The process is often intimidating. Journalists are interrogated about
their sources and pressured to reveal information that could compromise their work or the
safety of their colleagues. The summonses serve as a powerful tool for the Taliban to exert
control over the media, as journalists know that they could be summoned at any time and that
their freedom—and possibly their lives —depends on how they respond.>®

The impact of these surveillance tactics is profound. Journalists operate in a climate of constant
fear, where any perceived misstep could result in detention, physical abuse, or worse.>® The
Taliban’s surveillance not only stifles free speech but also undermines the ability of journalists
to report accurately and independently. As a result, the public is deprived of critical
information, and the media is reduced to a tool for propaganda rather than a platform for
truth.®°
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Threats and Unlawful Detention

The Taliban relies heavily on intimidation as a strategy to suppress independent journalism.
They commonly use anonymous letters, phone calls, or direct confrontations to issue warnings
and threats to journalists. The purpose of these tactics is to instill fear and compel compliance
with the Taliban's mandates. The threats range from subtle warnings to explicit death threats,
all with the ultimate goal of silencing dissent and manipulating the narrative.®!

The Taliban targets journalists who report on sensitive issues such as women’s rights,
corruption, or the activities of resistance groups. These topics are considered off -limits, and any
journalist who dares to cover them risks severe repercussions. As a result, many journalists
have been forced into self-censorship, avoiding these critical issues to protect themselves and
their families. According to the Afghan Journalists Safety Committee, 90% of journalists have
received threats related to their work since the Taliban took control, highlighting the pervasive
nature of this intimidation.5?

Arbitrary arrests and detentions are also common tactics used by the Taliban to suppress the
media. Journalists are often detained without formal charges or trials, held in inhumane
conditions, and subjected to physical and psychological abuse. The conditions in detention are
typically harsh, with reports of overcrowding, unsanitary facilities, and abuse by guards. These
arrests are intended to punish individual journalists and send a clear message to the media
community: Defiance will not be tolerated.®?

Journalists whom the Taliban detain often report being subjected to beatings, torture, and
other forms of physical abuse. These abuses are designed to break the will of the journalists
and force them into compliance. The use of physical violence is a deliberate strategy to
maintain control over the media and ensure that no dissenting voices are heard.®*

The impact of these intimidation tactics is devastating. Journalists operate in a climate of fear
and insecurity, knowing that they could be targeted at any time. The constant threat of violence
and detention has led many journalists to abandon their profession or flee the country, further
eroding the already fragile state of press freedom in Afghanistan.®
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Violence, Disappearances, and Killings

Physical abuse has become a routine method of suppressing the press in Afghanistan under
Taliban rule. Journalists who are detained frequently experience severe physical assaults,
torture, and other types of mistreatment. These acts are intended to intimidate the more
prominent media community and convey the message that individuals who resist the Taliban's
directives will suffer harsh repercussions. Reports from the Afghanistan Independent Human
Rights Commission indicate that 73% of detained journalists have reported experiencing
physical abuse, highlighting the widespread nature of this tactic.%®

Enforced disappearances are another grim reality for journalists in Afghanistan. Journalists who
are taken by Taliban forces often vanish without a trace, leaving their families and colleagues in
a state of despair. The Taliban rarely acknowledge these disappearances, and there is no official
process for investigating or resolving such cases. The use of enforced disappearances serves as
a powerful tool of repression, silencing those who might otherwise speak out against the
regime. The Committee to Protect Journalists has documented over 30 cases of enforced
disappearances of journalists in Afghanistan since the Taliban’s return to power.®’

Killings of journalists are the most extreme form of repression faced by the Afghan press.
Several high-profile journalists have been assassinated in politically motivated attacks since the
Taliban’s takeover. These killings are often carried out with impunity, as the Taliban regime has
shown little interest in investigating or prosecuting those responsible. The targeted killings of
journalists serve as a stark warning to others in the media: dissent will not be tolerated, and
those who challenge the Taliban’s authority will be eliminated. Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) has reported that at least 12 journalists have been killed in targeted attacks since the
Taliban took control in 2021.58

The physical abuse, enforced disappearances, and killings of journalists in Afghanistan highlight
the extreme measures the Taliban is willing to take to maintain control over the media. These
tactics have created an environment where journalists are constantly afraid, knowing that any
attempt to report the truth could cost them their lives. The result is a media landscape that is
heavily censored and controlled, with little room for independent reporting or dissenting
voices.®
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The Plight of Afghan Journalists in Turkey

There has been a marked increase in Afghan refugees in Turkey following the Taliban's
resurgence in August 2021.7° The exact number of refugees is difficult to pinpoint due to the
fluidity of migration and the presence of undocumented individuals. However, as of mid-2024,
estimates suggest that between 500,000 and 800,000 Afghan refugees, including journalists,
reside in Turkey. This population includes approximately 300,000 individuals who have
registered legally, with the remainder comprising undocumented immigrants.”*

Since the Taliban's resurgence in Afghanistan in August 2021, a significant number of Afghan
journalists have fled to Turkey, seeking refuge from the threats and violence that now pervade
their homeland. However, even in Turkey, these journalists face a precarious existence, fraught
with legal uncertainties, economic struggles, and the persistent fear of deportation.’?

Fear, Harassment, and Intimidation

Afghan journalists in Turkey live under the constant shadow of fear —fear of deportation,
harassment, and retribution from the Taliban, who now run the Afghan consulates in Istanbul.
In our interview, nine out of ten Afghan journalists in Turkey expressed a reluctance to criticize
the Taliban regime publicly. This pervasive fear stems from the belief that the Taliban are
collaborating with Turkish authorities to compile deportation lists targeting outspoken
individuals. This has led to widespread self-censorship, with many journalists choosing to
remain silent rather than risk potential detention and forced repatriation to Afghanistan, where
they face inevitable persecution.”®

Instances of direct harassment and intimidation further exacerbate the situation. Several
Afghan journalists have reported receiving threats, warning them to cease their critical
reporting on Afghanistan via social media and other channels. These threats are believed to
originate from individuals linked to the Taliban or other hostile entities. The physical distance
from Afghanistan offers little protection, as the reach of these threats extends into their lives in
Turkey, creating an environment where they are never truly safe.’*

In 2023, approximately 55,000 Afghan asylum seekers were deported, often under conditions
that violated international human rights standards. Reports from Human Rights Watch highlight
that many of these deportations were conducted without adequate examination of asylum
claims, raising concerns about the violation of the principle of non-refoulement, which prohibits
returning individuals to a country where they face persecution.”®

Of the 35 journalists surveyed by JHR, all are living in fear of being deported. Eight of the

journalists interviewed reported that their family members had been detained and deported to
Afghanistan.



Jawad, a journalist from Istanbul, told JHR that the Turkish authorities detained his family and
subsequently deported them to Afghanistan after a five-day stay at a deportation center. "l lost
my country, my hope, and now my entire family just because | am a journalist; | wish | were not
a journalist."”®

Legal and Economic Barriers

Afghan journalists cannot legally engage with Turkish media outlets without proper work
permits, forcing them to abandon journalism and take on low-paying jobs in the construction,
hospitality, or textile manufacturing sectors. These positions are often exploitative, offering
little pay and harsh working conditions, which not only undermine their economic stability but
also erode their professional identity and sense of purpose.’’

Out of 35 journalists, 98% work illegally in low-paying jobs. Mohamad, a journalist based in
Istanbul, told JHR, “I fled the country to save my life and have a better future, but both turned
the other way. Every day, | live in fear of detention, and since | arrived, | have no future here. |
am a construction worker and cannot go more than 20 meters away from the building site. If
the police arrest me, they will force me to sign the deportation document and deport me back
to Afghanistan.””®

Language barriers further compound these difficulties. Afghan journalists' inability to speak
Turkish fluently hinders them from accessing opportunities in the local media landscape,
limiting their ability to report on local issues or contribute to Turkish publications. This further
isolate them, making it nearly impossible for them to continue their work in any meaningful
capacity.”®

The economic struggles faced by Afghan journalists are a direct consequence of their precarious
legal status. The majority are forced to work in the informal economy, where they lack legal
protections and are vulnerable to exploitation. This precariousness is particularly stark when
considering their previous roles as respected media professionals in Afghanistan—now reduced
to survival jobs that do not utilize their skills or experience.®

“For the past three years, the only time | resumed my journalistic work was through the JHR
project, where | participated in training workshops and received grants to continue writing on
human rights. Otherwise, | was left without employment and confined to my home,” Zainab, a
journalist based in Istanbul, stated.?!

The Struggle for Relocation

For many Afghan journalists, life in Turkey is seen as a temporary solution, a place of refuge
until they can relocate to a third country where they can resume their professional careers and
find stability. Countries such as Canada, the United States, and Germany are highly desired
destinations, offering programs specifically for Afghan journalists and media workers.



However, the relocation process is often slow, with bureaucratic hurdles and long waiting
periods that extend the uncertainty and anxiety these journalists face.?®?

All interviewed journalists are waiting for the relocation to a third country. Furthermore, 70% of
journalists consider illegal immigration if their legal immigration applications are denied or if
there are significant delays in the process, which raises significant concerns.®3

According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), there were more than 441
recorded fatalities and disappearances of migrants between 2021 and 2022, occurring both at
the land border and the eastern Mediterranean route, which encompasses sea crossings from
Turkey to Greece. These figures indicate a glimpse into the tragic loss of life among migrants
attempting to reach Europe.?*
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The Plight of Afghan Journalists in Pakistan

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has designated Pakistan as the
world's third-largest host of refugees. It is estimated that as of 2024, more than 3.7 million
Afghans with various forms of legal status resided within Pakistan's borders.8> While Afghans
have been migrating since the Soviet invasion in 1979, the influx of refugees and migrants into
Pakistan has significantly increased since the Taliban takeover. Officials claim that over 700,000
new refugees and migrants have entered Pakistan since August 2021.%” Despite this long-
standing migration trend, there is a notable lack of effort to integrate Afghans into Pakistan's
social fabric, resulting in migrants living on the margins with limited access to public services.
Additionally, the level of protection available to Afghan refugees varies based on their legal
status. The absence of standardized practices and robust protections for asylum seekers has led
to a refugee crisis in Pakistan.®

The situation for Afghan refugees in Pakistan has become increasingly precarious, particularly in
light of the Pakistani government's stringent immigration policies. Deportations have escalated
sharply, with over 327,000 Afghans forcibly repatriated between 2021 and 2023. These
deportations often occur without adequate legal process, raising serious concerns among
international human rights organizations regarding potential violations of the principle of non-
refoulement, which prohibits the return of individuals to countries where they may face
persecution.®

Within the broader context of Afghan migration, Afghan journalists constitute a particularly
vulnerable subgroup. Fleeing targeted repression by the Taliban, these journalists sought
asylum in Pakistan, anticipating a safer environment in which to continue their work. However,
the conditions they encounter in Pakistan are marked by legal, economic, and security-related
challenges that severely constrain their ability to operate professionally.*°

Scale and Impact of Displacement

According to the Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists, an estimated 500 Afghan journalists
have sought refuge in Pakistan since the Taliban's takeover in 2021. However, this number
likely underrepresents the accurate scale of the displacement, as many journalists entered the
country through informal channels and remained undocumented.®? These journalists were
forced to leave Afghanistan due to credible threats against their lives, with the Taliban's
crackdown on press freedom making it impossible for them to continue their work safely.??

In Pakistan, the situation for these journalists is marked by legal uncertainty and the constant
threat of deportation. The Pakistani government's policies restrict their ability to work legally,
particularly in journalism-related fields. This has left many Afghan journalists in a state of
professional limbo, unable to practice their trade or earn a living through their skills and
expertise.”3




Legal and Professional Challenges

The legal framework in Pakistan significantly restricts the professional activities of Afghan
journalists. As refugees, they are legally prohibited from engaging in journalism, effectively
barring them from continuing their careers. This legal prohibition forces many journalists into
the informal economy, where they must accept low-skilled, low-wage employment in
construction, retail, and food services. These positions are not only incongruent with their
professional expertise but also offer minimal economic security. In a series of interviews
conducted by JHR with 45 Afghan journalists residing in Pakistan, all respondents indicated that
they were working in fields entirely unrelated to journalism. These occupations ranged from
selling produce and other goods on the streets to other low-skilled jobs. This shift from being
esteemed media professionals to working in menial labour roles significantly erodes their
professional identity and expertise.

The inability to engage in journalistic work has far-reaching implications. The forced
abandonment of their profession has resulted in a significant loss of income, with 82% of
surveyed journalists reporting earnings below 50% of their previous income in Afghanistan. The
economic hardships faced by these journalists are exacerbated by their exclusion from formal
employment opportunities, further marginalizing them within Pakistani society.®*

In addition to legal and professional barriers, Afghan journalists in Pakistan face significant
difficulties in accessing essential services such as healthcare and education. Their
undocumented status often excludes them from public services, leaving them reliant on NGO
support, which is itself limited and overstretched. The economic precariousness of these
journalists, coupled with their social isolation, creates a situation where they are vulnerable to
exploitation and abuse, with little recourse to legal protection or social support.
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Threats to Safety and Press Freedom

Safety concerns remain a constant and pervasive issue for Afghan journalists in Pakistan. Many
continue to receive threats from Taliban sympathizers who have crossed into Pakistan or from
individuals connected to the Taliban. These threats often take the form of warnings delivered
through social media, phone calls, or direct intimidation, creating an environment where these
journalists are never truly safe.95

The fear of deportation further compounds these safety concerns. With the Pakistani
government's increasing crackdown on undocumented immigrants, Afghan journalists live with
the constant anxiety that they could be forcibly returned to Afghanistan, where they would face
severe repercussions, including imprisonment, torture, or death. This fear of deportation has
led to widespread self-censorship, as many journalists refrain from speaking out about their
situation or continuing their reporting on Afghanistan, fearing that doing so would draw
unwanted attention to their presence in Pakistan.®® Nasima, a female journalist from
Afghanistan, expressed her fear of facing arrest and deportation after her visa e xtension was
denied, "l am afraid here as | was in Afghanistan. It is possible that | [will] get arrested and
deported," Out of the 45 interviewed journalists, all expressed fear of arbitrary arrest,
imprisonment, and deportation by the Pakistani police.®’

Similarly, in Turkey, Afghan journalists see their situation as temporary and are looking to move
to third countries, potentially countries Canada, the United States, and Germany, as their new
destinations. Nevertheless, the reality is that a significant number remain in a state of legal and
professional limbo, unable to return to Afghanistan, fully integrated into Pakistan, or relocate to
a third country.%®
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Conclusion

The state of media freedom in Afghanistan under Taliban rule represents a profound regression
in the country's progress toward a free and independent press. This report has illuminated the
systematic dismantling of Afghanistan's once-diverse media landscape, underscoring the
Taliban's determined efforts to suppress dissent and control information. The dramatic
reduction in the number of active media outlets and the forced displacement or silencing of
hundreds of journalists are not merely indicators of a declining industry but are emblematic of a
broader assault on fundamental human rights and democratic principles.

Under the current regime, Afghan journalists face an environment where fear and repression
dominate. The Taliban's repressive policies have created an atmosphere of pervasive self-
censorship, where the few remaining media professionals operate under the constant threat of
violence, imprisonment, or worse. The gendered nature of this repression is particularly severe,
with women journalists bearing the brunt of these draconian measures, leading to their almost
complete erasure from the public sphere. This exclusion not only deprives the media of diverse
voices but also significantly undermines the representation of women's experiences and
perspectives in Afghan society.

For those journalists who have fled to neighbouring countries like Pakistan and Turkey, their
plight continues. In exile, they navigate a precarious existence marked by legal uncertainties,
economic hardships, and the persistent threat of deportation. Many have been forced into
roles far removed from their journalistic careers, a stark reminder of the loss of professional
identity and the erosion of press freedom beyond Afghanistan's borders. The psychological and
emotional toll of such displacement further compounds these journalists' challenges,
highlighting the urgent need for international support and intervention.

In light of these findings, this report calls for an immediate and robust international response to
safeguard Afghan journalists' rights and preserve media freedom in the region. Legal
protections, financial support, and sustained advocacy are essential to ensure journalists can
continue operating in Afghanistan and exile. The global community must recognize the critical
role of a free and independent press in holding power to account for and uphold the principles
of human rights and democracy. The erosion of these freedoms in Afghanistan serves as a stark
warning of the consequences when the press is silenced, and it underscores the imperative for
concerted international action to prevent further decline.




