a) Please describe specific situations where disinformation, misinformation or propaganda have been used or restrictions have been placed on the media or access to the Internet in order to instigate, aggravate or sustain hatred, violence or conflict. What means and methods are used to manipulate information in such situations?

The Media Policy Institute Public Foundation draws the attention of the international community to the deteriorating situation with freedom of speech and freedom of the press in Kyrgyzstan due to the increasing signs of the authoritarian trend in Kyrgyzstan’s political model. Despite all assurances of the Kyrgyz authorities’ commitment to the values of freedom of speech and freedom of the press, facts of repressive actions by the government against independent media through unjustified criminal cases have become more frequent, threats to the physical safety of journalists have increased and hate speech against journalists by power holders and their supporters is actively used. The constant monitoring of the violations of the right to freedom of speech and access to information shows that there is a purposeful attack on social networks against independent editorial boards and journalists through the troll farms on social networks that publish comments in order to change the focus from socially essential problems raised by the editorial boards to the personalities of the journalists. 
Thus, in early 2022, Bolot Temirov, an investigative journalist (TemirovLive editorial board) became a victim of persecution by the state, which forcibly seized the editorial board, detained Bolot Temirov and accused him of using and selling addictive drugs. Bolot Temirov, a journalist, denied the accusations stating that the drugs had been planted on him during his detention. In addition, the top officials Ulan Niyazbekov, the Minister of Internal Affairs of Kyrgyzstan, and Kamchybek Tashiev, the Chairman of the State Committee for National Security, prematurely declared the journalist guilty in public violating the presumption of innocence. It is shall be noted that the criminal prosecution of the journalist arose immediately after the publication of a high-profile investigation into the business interests of Kamchybek Tashiev’s relatives. Simultaneously with the criminal prosecution of the journalist, the discrediting video clips were disseminated online showing financial documents of the editorial board, leaking personal telephone conversations between Bolot Temirov and his wife and distributing photos from Bolot Temirov’s daily life, which confirmed the version that the journalist was under surveillance. During the same period, an intimate video of TemirovLive editorial board’s female manager was posted online, which, as it turned out later, was the subject of blackmail by intelligence officers demanding that the manager of the organization should cooperate with the national security authorities in providing the information about the investigations prepared by Bolot Temirov.

b) What role have States, armed groups or social media platforms played to instigate or mitigate such manipulation of information?
Since coming to power as the prime minister, Sadyr Zhaparov has unreasonably accused the independent editorial boards in his speeches of “inaccurate presentation of information” and “fulfilling someone’s orders”. The unfounded accusations and the discrediting of the editorial board’s activities led to them being attacked by Sadyr Zhaparov’s supporters during the coverage of public actions in his support and also made them the objects of persecution and intimidation on social networks[footnoteRef:1]. After becoming the head of the state following the presidential elections on January 10, 2021, Sadyr Zhaparov and his entourage continued to demonstrate intolerance towards the representatives of the independent media and the alternative views voiced in the mass media. Sadyr Zhaparov allowed criticism of the mass media bordering on hate speech; in particular, he labeled the independent editorial boards covering socially essential problems and conducting high-profile journalistic investigations: Kaktus.Media, Kloop Media, 24.kg, Azattyk, Politklinika newspaper, Next TV channels, etc. as “western agents” and “media provocateurs”. It shall be noted that simultaneously with the attacks on the journalists and the activists by the public figures, their Internet harassment by the troll factories on the social networks also continued. Moreover, as noted above, public criticism of the mass media, the journalists and the activists by the high-ranking officials of the country served as an example for their supporters and provoked even more harassment. It is essential to point out that in addition to the supporters of the country’s political leaders, the troll farms also joined this online harassment campaign. As a rule, the troll farms criticized the journalists and NGOs in various groups, used hate speech, disseminated conspiracy theories about Western countries’ alleged involvement in discrediting Kyrgyzstan’s leaders and often made homophobia the main argument against any opponents. In addition, the organization of the so-called protest actions in front of the offices of the independent mass media demanding their closure became more frequent. Thus, on February 28, 2022, a protest action to shut down the Kaktus.media editorial board was held; the second similar action was held on February 9 of the same year in front of the Kaktus.media and Kloop editorial boards. The calls to go out against the independent editorial boards were spread by the journalists of the mass media belonging to the high-ranking officials and some participants of the protest actions were identified among the protesters who had been noticed in similar actions and supported the ruling government on their social networks.  [1:   The final report of the OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission noted that “physical and verbal attacks on the journalists in some cases initiated directly by the Prime Minister generate self-censorship”.] 

Kamchybek Tashiev, the chairman of the national security authorities, also occasionally makes inappropriate remarks about the journalists and their activities accusing the journalists’ investigations of being “pulled out of thin air”. An obvious example of unjustified criticism of the independent media’s activities is the speech by Edil Baisalov, the deputy prime minister, who accused the mass media of deliberately creating a negative atmosphere in the country in the light of covering the recent high-profile cases of violence against children and women.
Thus, the active use of hate speech by the top political leaders in Kyrgyzstan encourages pressure on the mass media and creates an atmosphere of impunity.


a) What are the legal, policy and practical challenges faced by States, companies, media and civil society organizations in upholding freedom of opinion and expression while countering hate speech, disinformation or other forms of information manipulation in situations of conflict and disturbances?

Kyrgyzstan, as a party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, is obliged to create and provide a safe environment to promote freedom of speech and freedom of the press as well as to remove obstacles to the exercise of these rights. However, under the current government, the situation with freedom of speech is deteriorating with the independent mass media being put under tremendous pressure by various means. But instead, the high-ranking officials use hate speech against the journalists and the media without any restrictions, as there are no enforcement measures in place for them. As a rule, there are no reputational or legal consequences for them. The state makes no effort to fight impunity for attacks and pressure on the journalists. The Criminal Code of Kyrgyzstan stipulates the liability for interfering with the journalist’s activities, but the definition of Article 202 of the Criminal Code stipulates a rather narrow disposition of the crime, therefore, the facts of interfering are not qualified under this article as a rule. Moreover, despite the demands of the civil society and the independent media, the state continues to adopt laws that constitute a threat to freedom of speech and expression. Under the guise of combating the spread of false and unreliable information on social networks, the authorities have developed and adopted a new law of the Kyrgyz Republic “On Protection from Inaccurate (False) Information”, which provides the opportunity to close administratively any resources within 24 hours that are undesirable to the authorities. 



