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Southeast Asia is a region with a combined population of approximately 600 million people 

from 11 countries: Burma, Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore, Thailand, Timor Leste and Vietnam. The region is represented by a diverse range of 

countries in terms of politics, economy and culture, and clearly a divergence in terms of 

respect and appreciation for fundamental human rights, democratic practices and good 

governance. 

 

Politically, countries range from the more democratic and open ones of Indonesia, Philippines, 

Thailand and Timor Leste; to semi-democracies of Cambodia, Malaysia, Singapore; and one 

party or absolute monarchy rule of Vietnam, Laos and Burma, and Brunei, respectively. Yet, the 

categorization is incomplete as even in the democracies, gaps exist where compliance with 

human rights are concerned. Held against international standards, for example the ratification 

on international instruments such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the commitments vary, and often, 

implementation falls short of acceptable standards. The 2012 adoption of the ASEAN Human 

Rights Declaration demonstrated the collective lack of political will to aim for better compliance 

of human rights standards.  
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Table 1: Parties to the ICCPR in Southeast Asia  

 

Country Signed  Status 

Brunei  - 

Burma  - 

Cambodia 1980 (Accession) 1992 

Indonesia  (Accession) 2006 

Laos 2000 2009 

Malaysia  - 

Philippines 1966 1986 

Singapore  - 

Thailand  (Accession) 1996 

Timor Leste  2003 

Vietnam  (Accession) 1982 

 

Yet, the established democracies and countries in transition share one challenge in common: 

ensuring the sustainability of the reforms or changes that will positively impact on the citizens. 

Even where a strong legal framework exists to support free expression and citizens’ access to 

information, political will and regressive trends in safety of journalists, religious expression and 

online threats, shake the foundations of democracy and human rights in these countries. In 

the areas of democracy, human rights and good governance, countries in Southeast Asian rank 

differently, but tend to demonstrate weaknesses and failings to varying degrees. This is also 

reflected in the areas of media freedom, freedom of expression and citizens’ access to 

information.  
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Table 2: Selected indices and standing of countries in Southeast Asia 

 

Index 

 

Countries 

Perception of 

Corruption 

2012 by 

Transparency 

International 

Global 

Rank(Score)
1
 

Status of Freedom 

by Freedom House 

for 2012 

Press Freedom 

by Reporters 

without Borders 

2013 (Global 

Rank)
2
 

Open Budget 

Survey 2012 by 

the International 

Budget 

Partnership 

(Global Rank)
3
 

Brunei  46 (55) Not Free 122 n/a 

Burma 172 (15) Not Free 151 n/a 

Cambodia 157 (22) Not Free 143 74 

Indonesia 118 (32) Free 139 39 

Laos 160 (21) Not Free 168 n/a 

Malaysia 54 (49) Partly Free 145 55 

Philippines 105 (34) Partly Free 147 32 

Singapore 5 (87) Partly Free 149 n/a 

Thailand 88 (37) Partly Free 135 53 

Timor Leste 113 (33) Partly Free 90 62 

Vietnam 123 (31) Not Free 172 76 

(Compiled by SEAPA, March 2013) 

                                                        
1 The Corruption Perceptions Index ranks countries and territories based on how corrupt their public 
sector is perceived to be. A country or territory’s score indicates the perceived level of public sector 
corruption on a scale of 0 - 100, where 0 means that a country is perceived as highly corrupt and 100 means 
it is perceived as very clean. A country's rank indicates its position relative to the other countries and 
territories included in the index. This year's index includes 176 countries and territories. Source: 
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results  
2 Rank of 179 countries. Source: http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2013,1054.html  
3 Rank out of 100 countries. Source: http://internationalbudget.org/what-we-do/open-budget-survey/full-
report/  
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results
http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2013,1054.html
http://internationalbudget.org/what-we-do/open-budget-survey/full-report/
http://internationalbudget.org/what-we-do/open-budget-survey/full-report/
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Regional Trends on Press Freedom and Freedom of Expression 

 

Based on monitoring that SEAPA has conducted in collaboration with its members and partners 

in the region
4
, the key challenges to journalism and media freedom advocacy in the region can 

be clustered into four major areas: 

 

a. Safety and the protection of journalists/media where physical violence, harassment 

and intimidation, legal threats from state and non-state actors are on the rise. In 

2012, SEAPA through its regional monitoring identified 100 cases of impunity
5 
in the 

attacks against the media and bloggers in the region throughout the year. Topping the 

list were Philippines and Indonesia, with Cambodia and Vietnam also recording serious 

cases of threats. This demonstrates the fact that states are under pressure from the 

growing public expression and boldness of the media in some countries, as well as 

the vigilance over the violations that allows media groups to document and act on 

cases.  

 

b. Declining professional and ethical standards and practices, which has unfairly 

disadvantaged the media and netizens, but have in different cases, led to libelous 

reporting in some, and fueling hatred in others. Ethics, as one of the best defenses 

against attacks is only upheld and tested in few countries – with Indonesia and 

Thailand being the only countries with independent press councils.  

 

c. Legal environment that negatively impact on free media and free expression as 

demonstrated by the use and abuse of national security laws, criminal defamation, 

and criminal laws to penalize expression offline and online. In the Philippines, media 

                                                        
4 SEAPA has members in Thailand, Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia and partner organizations and 
individuals in Burma, Cambodia, Timor Leste, Vietnam and Laos.  
5 http://www.seapabkk.org/seapa-campaigns/impunity/100705-100-acts-of-impunity-against-freedom-
of-expression-in-southeast-asia-in-2012-says-ngo.html  
5http://stop114a.wordpress.com/what-is-section-114a/ 
 
 

 

http://www.seapabkk.org/seapa-campaigns/impunity/100705-100-acts-of-impunity-against-freedom-of-expression-in-southeast-asia-in-2012-says-ngo.html
http://www.seapabkk.org/seapa-campaigns/impunity/100705-100-acts-of-impunity-against-freedom-of-expression-in-southeast-asia-in-2012-says-ngo.html
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/1/?shva=1#13df04ef5d1ad17e_sdfootnote5anc
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/1/?shva=1#13df04ef5d1ad17e_sdfootnote5anc
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freedom is set to take a beating with the introductions of laws under freedom of 

information and cybercrime prevention. This is similar to the trends in Indonesia where  

d. a number of laws that could restrict online expression have been on the table, among 

them laws on pornography and electronic transactions. Both the democratic countries 

are heading in the direction of the authoritarian regimes to use laws to silence online 

expression. Access to information legislation is still limited in the region and has 

emerged as a major challenge for the media and civil society community in the 

Philippines. 

  

e. Impact of media commercialization and political ownership on journalists and 

journalism leading to censorship, victimization and inability of the media to tackle 

issues of human rights and democracy. Among others, political and commercial nexus 

in Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand are demonstrating biased reporting in private and 

public media, thus impeding the rights of the citizens to fair and public interest 

reporting. Journalists have also had to cope with new job demands in the era or media 

convergence but with falling welfare standards and mobilization. 

 

Online is the space to watch 

 

In 2011, SEAPA concluded that everywhere in the region Internet access has been rising, and 

social media use —especially as an alternative and quicker source of news and information—

has been increasing. This development highlights the trend in growing importance of the issue 

of freedom of expression as a general concern of the public and not merely for the press. As 

online news grows in audience and importance, particularly with the integration of the more 

participatory social media interfaces, Southeast Asian peoples are claiming online space to 

underline the long- standing demand for press freedom. 

 

SEAPA observes that a number of countries in the region—Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam and even Philippines of late—have all taken 

measures to control information online or penalize persons who violate established 

prohibitions that protect national security as well as dominant cultural norms. 
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In most countries, online news and information has been the most frequent source of attacks 

against journalists and bloggers who dare to relay important news and commentary that 

normally would not find space or airtime. However, many countries are finding laws that 

impose control over traditional media are inapplicable to the internet, which until recently has 

not been a big concern in many countries because of poor access. So far, five Southeast 

Asian countries have specific laws in place that will give governments a similar level of control 

over traditional media. And in 2011, Burma used its Electronic Transactions Law to prosecute 

journalists and citizens who contribute stories or information to the exiled media. Meanwhile, 

Thailand is under scrutiny from the international community for its use of the Computer-

related Crimes Act against persons or intermediaries who violate the anti-lese majeste Article 

112 of the Penal Code.  

 

Website filters have been in place, in these two countries as well as in Cambodia and 

Vietnam, to control ‘illegal’ websites, including those that pose threats to national security. 

The rest of the governments are finding that tried and tested ways of controlling the traditional 

media—through arrests, censorship, closure, pressure and prosecution—are failing since 

online communications are more difficult to monitor and regulate. 

 

These have not stopped governments from efforts to rein in the online press, upon which more 

and more countries are trying to put in place ad hoc measures to control. The Malaysian 

government attempted to widen the definition of “publication” to include blogs and Facebook 

accounts under the Printing Presses and Publications Act. It has tried also unsuccessfully to 

introduce a certification mechanism for IT professionals, who met the proposal with nearly 

unanimous opposition seeing it as a move to monitor and censure their activities. It then 

introduced amendments to the Evidence Act to enable law enforcement officials to swiftly hold 

someone accountable for publishing seditious, defamatory or libelous content online
5
. 

Cambodia, while having no law regulating the internet, is reportedly asking service providers to 

block certain websites that post reports critical of the government and the ruling party. For 

both these countries, the quest for freedom of expression online reflects the struggles for 

democratization in the political space as governments quell rising offline and overt criticism of 

the establishment. 

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/1/?shva=1#13df04ef5d1ad17e_sdfootnote5sym
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Vietnam’s approach is simply to extend its control of the press by cracking down on bloggers 

using broad prohibitions on anti-state propaganda or actions. A law imposing stricter 

regulations on Internet access is being studied and proposed and may see enactment in 

2012. Even Laos, with its limited media access, is noticing the growing importance of 

controlling Laotians’ access to cyberspace with reports of the introduction of filtering systems 

similar to neighbouring Vietnam and China. The internet is still the only medium outside state 

monopoly of media. 

 

While the proportion of online media usage is still small, the rapidly rising online audience 

reflects the unyielding reality of the long-standing issues that beset the mainstream media in 

Southeast Asia. Censorship, both by the state and by one’s self, and limited access to 

information is still firmly in place, as governments continue to keep their populations in the 

dark about legitimate issues. 

In countries with relatively freer press, violence is a problem that journalists still have to 

contend with in conducting their work. The numbers of killings of journalists—a constant 

concern in the Philippines--have seemingly gone down in 2011, but government inaction on 

these cases, including those that happened in previous years, still place an effective bar on 

reporting both on and offline. 

 

As the Southeast Asian peoples increasingly turn to the Internet as a source of the news, 

online media will become a significantly contested space in 2012. People’s growing reliance 

on the online media has leveled the lopsided media reach of the opposition parties in 

Malaysia and Singapore, resulting in dramatic gains in government representation in elections 

in recent years. This is a development that is not lost on political leaders across the region 

who are now increasing their online presence, while at the same time putting in place 

measures to control access.  
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Whither Malaysia? 

 

Malaysia is country with diverse ethnic, language, religious background with a constitutional 

monarchy in place and the makings of democracy with regular elections, a functioning 

Parliament and separation of powers to a large extent. Yet, the social and media life of a 

citizen and non-citizen is coloured by numerous levels of politicking which must be understood 

to temper the performance legitimacy of the ruling coalition and economic progress thus far.  

 

A former British colony, many of the political and social structures are remnants of the colonial 

period, popularly known as the divide and rule. Identities are defined by ethnic background, 

class, language, religion that then determine its overall political and media landscapes. In the 

print media sector, the top selling publications are in English, Malay and Mandarin. The states 

of Sabah and Sarawak have traditionally had their own publications that also cater to the local 

indigenous languages. Since the 2000s, the internet media has provided new platforms for 

news and opinions, primarily dominated by those three languages as well. Broadcasting is 

dominated by a handful of private companies, such as Media Prima and ASTRO, and the state 

broadcasting agency – television and radio – is partisan to the ruling government. The online 

population as of June 2012 was 60%, which also reflects the shift to online sources among 

those who want to challenge the status quo in the media.  
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The major issues in relation to media freedom and freedom of expression in Malaysia can be 

summarized as follows
6
: 

 

1. Violence against journalists 

2. Control of media by the government 

3. Repressive laws that curb media work and freedom of expression, especially internet 

freedom (as explained above) 

4. Religious interference against freedom of expression 

 

In the past, violence was not associated with the media landscape in Malaysia, where most 

journalists are also among the higher paid in the region. Harassments, threats and intimidation 

have usually been brushed aside or settled out of court. But outright violence manifested itself 

during large scale public protests on electoral reforms, Bersih, when journalists who were 

clearly on duty were beaten and harassed by the security forces.   

 

The list of attacks during the rally in April 2012 included:  

 Radzi Razak of theSun, was admitted to the hospital after injuries suffered from 

attacks by at least seven policemen and had to have his jaw wired;  

 Arif Kartono, a photographer for the Malay Mail was assaulted by six uniformed police 

personnel;  

 Wong Onn Kin, a photographer with Guang Ming Daily, was punched in the back of the 

head by three policemen;  

 P. Malayandy, a photographer with Makkal Osai, was assaulted by five policemen; 

 

 

                                                        
6 Based on the issues raised by the Malaysian civil society, such as Centre for Independent Journalism in its 
submission to the UN Human Rights Council on the Universal Periodic Review for Malaysia 2013 
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 Al-Jazeera correspondent Harry Fawcett alleged police violence when his crew was 

documenting arrests and ill treatment of protesters. Fawcett told CIJ that he and his 

colleagues were shoved and held, and their camera equipment damaged during the 

incident;  

 Channel News Asia video cameraperson Kenny Lew reported being punched by police 

and had his tripod seized. 

 

While two police officers have been charged with using criminal violence against the Guang 

Ming Daily photographer, other assaults against journalists and the loss and damage of media 

equipment remain unaddressed. As of 11 March 2013, there has yet to be any offer or 

consideration of far-reaching reforms by Malaysia to provide better protection for media and 

journalists. 

 

The government controls the media primarily through the licensing provisions in the Printing 

Presses and Publications Act, a relic of the colonial past, together with the Sedition Act. 

Malaysia's major print and broadcast outfits still remain heavily influenced by the Barisan 

Nasional (BN) coalition, which has ruled for the past 55 years. The 1984 PPPA requires all 

newspapers to have a permit before they can publish. This has led to many newspapers being 

owned, either directly or indirectly, by BN component parties, which in turn has led to a relative 

lack of media freedom in Malaysia. On 18 April 2012, amendments were made to the PPPA 

which were part of outgoing Prime Minister Najib Razak’s promise of “sweeping reforms” to 

“accommodate and realise a mature, modern and functioning democracy.” The Home Minister 

will no longer have absolute discretion to approve printing licenses and publishing permits, and 

judicial oversight over the minister’s decisions was reinstated. The fact that publishing permits 

must still be granted and the minister has a right to revoke or suspend these permits means 

that the ruling government still has effective control over the Malaysian print media. 

Newspapers would still be subjected to show-cause letters and be required to answer 

summonses to the Home Ministry if they published articles that displeased the minister or 

ministry officials. Editors would also still be subject to calls from the ministry officials and 

politicians dispensing “advice”.  
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Apart from the state sanctioned or institutionalized controls, in recent years, one of the 

challenges to free expression and the exercise of other fundamental rights, is the growing 

religious orthodoxy and actions by non-state actors have resulted in banning of publications 

and the defence of Islam through intimidation and harassment, mainly against those who 

promote liberal Islam, or are perceived to be threatening the Muslim community such as the 

Christian churches. This has affected the kinds of issues covered by the media, lack of 

informed debate about religion and administration of religion, as well as the rights of minority 

groups such as the Ahmadiyya, who are considered as deviants to the dominant Islamic 

teachings in Malaysia.   

 

In this environment, one of the questions asked is if the media in Malaysia is ready for a more 

democratic environment. It can be said that the rise of the online space has played a 

significant role in opening up the opportunities for expression, and even setting public agenda 

on policies and politics. Yet, the mainstream media, long under the control of restrictive laws, 

political ownership and censorship, is not ready to shift the partisan role they have taken all 

this while. Despite criticisms and a dip in public confidence over the years, the major media 

outlets have resisted change and in fact, raised the heat in terms of unethical and 

unprofessional reporting. The upcoming elections, with expectations of a political change, will 

be the first step in determining the direction of the mainstream media.   

 

                                                        
i Executive Director, Southeast Asian Press Alliance. Before this, she was director of the Centre 
for Independent Journalism, a not-for-profit organisation dedicated towards advancing media 
freedom and people's access to information in Malaysia. She has worked as a journalist and has 
also taught journalism and media history in several Malaysian institutions of higher learning. She 
has an MA International Relations from the Australian National University and a Bachelor in 
Mass Communication from Universiti Sains Malaysia. Her graduate thesis was entitled Public 
maneuver for political space in Malaysia: A case study of the impact of the 1997 Financial Crisis 
on civil society movement. She has co-authored chapters on the role of online mobilising in the 
case of an environmental campaign in Malaysia and analysing internet surveillance and filtering 
with a gendered lens for international publications. 
SEAPA is a network representing media freedom groups in the region. 
 


