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ARTICLE 19 works for a world where all people everywhere can freely express 
themselves and actively engage in public life without fear of discrimination. We 
do this by working on two interlocking freedoms, which set the foundation for 
all our work.  The Freedom to Speak concerns everyone’s right to express and 
disseminate opinions, ideas, and information through any means, as well as to 
disagree with and question power-holders. The Freedom to Know concerns the 
right to demand and receive information from power-holders for transparency, 
good governance, and sustainable development. When either of these freedoms 
comes under threat through the failure of power-holders to adequately protect 
them, ARTICLE 19 speaks with one voice, through courts of law, through global 
and regional organisations, and through civil society wherever we are present.

First published by ARTICLE 19, 2022

About Creative Commons License 3.0: This work is provided under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Com-
mercial-ShareAlike 3.0 license. You are free to copy, distribute, and display this work and to make derivative works, 
provided you: 1) give credit to ARTICLE 19; 2) do not use this work for commercial purposes; 3) distribute any 
works derived from this publication under a license identical to this one. To access the full legal text of this license, 
please visit: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/legalcode

© ARTICLE 19, 2022 (Creative Commons License 3.0)

Thank you to the European Research Council-funded Gender Peace project 
at the Centre for Women, Peace and Security, London School of Economics 
and Political Science. 

ARTICLE 19
c/o Sayer Vincent
Invicta House
108–114 Golden Lane
London  EC1Y 0TL
UK
www.article19.org

design 		 Daniella Domingues
illustration 	 Mariana Coan
all photos 	 Shutterstock

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/legalcode


3 

Contents

5

6

7

7

8

9

10

13

14

17

13

20

22

Acknowledgements

About this project

1. Introduction

Country context: Nepal

Violence against women journalists in Nepal

Existing protection mechanisms in Nepal

The feminist movement in Nepal

2. Case studies

Introduction

Rupa Sunar: The challenges of being a Dalit woman journalist

‘You get the feeling that you won’t be judged’ : Peer support to tackle online abuse

3. Recommendations

Notes



4 Equally Safe



5 

Acknowledgements

This research would not have been possible without the following contributors. 
ARTICLE 19 thanks each and every one of them.

Report authors 

	◦ Dr Samiksha Koirala, Nepal Open University
	◦ Binod Bhattarai, Nepal Open University 

Research participants

	◦ Balkrishna Basnet, Chairperson, Press Council Nepal 
	◦ Basanti Bastola, freelance journalist
	◦ Menuka Dhungana, Reporter, Kantipur Daily
	◦ Sabitri Gautam, feminist writer and freelance journalist, Gandaki Province
	◦ Mina,1 radio journalist, Gandaki Province 
	◦ Nita Pandit, President, Sancharika Samuha
	◦ Rupa Sunar, Presenter, Image Channel

Report design

	◦ Design: Daniella Domingues
	◦ Illustrations: Mariana Coan

http://cargocollective.com/danielladomingues
https://marianacoan.com/


6 Equally Safe

About this project 

What might a feminist approach to the protection of journalists look like? What 
concrete benefits might it bring? And could it provide solutions to the well-docu-
mented – and highly gendered – abuse that women2 journalists face every day?

While journalists and communicators3 worldwide experience threats, surveillance, 
attacks, arbitrary arrest, detention, enforced disappearances, and murder for car-
rying out their vital work, women journalists deal with additional, gendered threats, 
violence, abuse, and harassment – in their workplaces, when out reporting, and on-
line. They bear the brunt of not only the increasingly hostile environment affecting 
all journalists but also pervasive gender-based violence, gendered discrimination, 
and ‘gendered censorship’. These risks multiply for women journalists who expe-
rience multiple, overlapping discriminations on the basis of race, ethnicity, age, 
sexual orientation, sex characteristics, gender identity/expression, and religious 
beliefs (among others).

Current policies and practices – even those deemed ‘gender-sensitive’ – are fail-
ing to protect women journalists from these risks. A bulletproof vest may be use-
ful in some contexts, but it will not protect a woman from sexual harassment in 
her newsroom, abuse when she shares her stories online, or assault on public 
transport when she travels to an assignment. Due to this lack of effective protec-
tion measures, women journalists have, in some cases, taken the situation into 
their own hands, creating solutions to keep themselves and their colleagues safe. 
These solutions are grounded in diverse feminist approaches that place women’s 
everyday experiences, lived realities, and protection needs front and centre. 

In 2021, ARTICLE 19 set out to make these sometimes invisible practices more 
visible, building on our existing programmes on the safety of women journalists 
worldwide. We undertook original research globally and specifically in six coun-
tries – three in Asia (Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka) and three in Latin America 
(Brazil, Chile, and Paraguay) – guided by the questions: 

What might feminist approaches to the protection of journalists look like, and 
what benefits might they bring?

From national organisations to grassroots networks, our findings document wom-
en’s monumental efforts to make structural changes, tackle entrenched patterns 
of gender-based discrimination and violence, and enhance the safety of women 
journalists. The initiatives showcased in these case studies are a testament to the 
creativity and resilience of those working on the feminist frontlines.

https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/a76258-gender-justice-and-freedom-expression-report-special-rapporteur
https://www.article19.org/onlineharassment/
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1. Introduction

Country context: Nepal

In ARTICLE 19’s Global Expression Report 2022 – a global, data-informed, annual 
look at freedom of expression worldwide – Nepal is ranked 78th out of 161 coun-
tries, with an overall GxR4 score of 56 out of 100. Between 2011 and 2021, the coun-
try fell ten places, from the Less Restricted category to the Restricted category.

Nepal has undergone significant sociopolitical transformations since 1990, and is 
still building its institutions and restructuring its largely feudal, patriarchal society. 
From 1996–2006, a violent Maoist insurgency disrupted the multiparty political 
system, followed by a peace process that culminated in the abolition of over 240 
years of monarchy and the establishment, in 2008, of a federal republic. In Septem-
ber 2015, a new Constitution was finally passed, which guarantees equal rights 
for all citizens and specifically prohibits gender-based discrimination. Nepal also 
boasts one of the highest proportions (33%) of women in its federal parliament in 
the whole of Asia, and women’s participation in provincial and local-level assem-
blies stands at 34% and 41% respectively. 

But despite this progress, there is a wide gap between rural and urban Nepal with 
respect to women’s empowerment, living conditions, and influence over decision-
making and constitution-building processes. The ability of poor and marginalised 
women from remote rural areas to access political positions is a particular 
challenge.5 The gap between high- and low-caste people, and Hindus and non-
Hindus continues to exist, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and 
intersex (LGBTQI+) people continue to face attacks. 

During the conflict years (1996–2006), journalists faced threats and attacks from 
both the government and the Maoist insurgents. Since then, threats have also 
come from other actors, including political parties and other interest groups, and 
the media is highly partisan. The Federation of Nepali Journalists (FNJ) has re-
ported on journalists’ safety since the mid-1990s, particularly following the con-
flict years. Between 2005 and 2006 – the height of the armed conflict – the FNJ 
reported 1,683 attacks against journalists, including two murders. Between 1996 
and 2016, 16 journalists were killed and three were ‘disappeared’, while two out of 
three of these cases remain to be investigated, indicating high levels of impunity. 
More recently, in 2021, 82 incidents of attacks on journalists were reported. 

The number of women journalists in Nepal increased by an estimated 100% 
between 2004 and 2014. However, women remain underrepresented, especially at 
decision-making levels; most work as either ‘faces’ or ‘voices’ in broadcast media, 

https://www.article19.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/A19-GxR-Report-22.pdf
https://www.article19.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/A19-GxR-Report-22.pdf
https://www.article19.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/A19-GxR-Report-22.pdf
https://tkpo.st/2AAIm1S
https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/ims-international-media-mission-nepal-2012.pdf
https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/1_Journalist-Protection-Book-Digital-1.pdf
https://www.sancharika.org/public/images/publication/1618132149_1614765855_All_Sancharika_English_Survey_book_2016.pdf
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with little or no training, and are often paid less than men on the pretext that they 
do not need to support a family. Finally, the intersectional inequalities present 
throughout the population are also an issue within journalism; women journalists 
who live outside of Kathmandu and/or are freelance, LGBTQI+, ethnic minorities, or 
Dalit face additional protection challenges.

Violence against women journalists in Nepal

Under-reporting of gender-based violence

Under-reporting of violence against women journalists is rife in Nepal, for reasons 
ranging from cultural norms (for example, local elected officials often attempt to 
‘resolve’ even cases of sexual abuse informally so as to maintain community ‘har-
mony’6) to a lack of complaints mechanisms and fear of further victimisation. 

FNJ only began reporting on violence against women journalists recently. Their 
2020 safety report included a dedicated category for violence against women; 
however, of 45 incidents in the whole report, there were no incidents in this cat-
egory. This is despite a 2015 study by the International Federation of Journalists 
finding that both sexual and non-sexual harassment of women journalists in Nepal 
was ‘frequent’, but that most media organisations did not have complaints mech-
anisms or procedures to address the issue. 

Sancharika Samuha (SAS) – Nepal’s largest network of women journalists and 
communicators – documented two incidents of gender-based violence in 2020,7 
both of which involved sexual harassment. According to Nita Pandit, President of 
SAS, incidents of sexual harassment are under-reported:

‘Sometimes, even journalists do not 
want to discuss such attacks with 
us, let alone report them fearing that 
they could be victimised further for 
speaking out. Most of the time, our 
efforts to get the victims to make 
formal complaints lead to nowhere 
as we don’t have a dedicated 
mechanism to address this issue 
and the victims tend to give up.’ 

Also in 2020, SAS tried to document the safety-related challenges women jour-
nalists faced during the Covid-19 pandemic. The issues women reported largely 
related to layoffs and non-payment of salaries rather than gender-based violence. 
Similarly, violence against women rarely appears in official reports, and sexual vio-
lence is rarely discussed in editorial meetings or formal discussions.

https://issuu.com/ifjasiapacific/docs/women_in_media_in_south_asia
https://samsn.ifj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/NEPAL.pdf
http://www.sancharika.org/
https://www.sancharika.org/public/publication/details/10


91. Introduction

Online harassment and abuse

Women journalists in Nepal are using social media to voice their concerns about 
gender inequality. Podcasts and social media accounts like Boju Bajai and Period 
Ka Kuraa (‘menstrual talk’) also discuss gender-related issues, from representation 
and intersectional feminism to menstrual discrimination (due to a deep-rooted cul-
tural belief that women are unclean during menstruation, they are often treated as 
‘untouchables’ and subject to severe discrimination when on their period).

The online space is not always safe for women journalists in Nepal, and more than 
two in three (67%) have reported experiencing some sort of online abuse.8 How-
ever, as with other forms of gender-based violence, most of these incidents are 
not reported due to cultural factors (like victim-blaming) and a lack of complaints 
mechanisms. 

Existing protection mechanisms in Nepal

Nepal’s Constitution

Nepal’s Constitution guarantees freedom of opinion and expression, the right to 
communication, the right to information, and equal rights for all citizens. It specif-
ically prohibits gender-based discrimination, though Article 11(5) provides for un-
equal rights for Nepali men and women in conferring citizenship to their children.

Nepal’s Constitution and laws also include provisions on gender equality and pro-
tecting women, Dalits (traditionally the ‘lowest’ caste and considered ‘untouch-
able’), LGBTQI+ people, indigenous people, Madhesis (people of Indian ancestry 
residing in Nepal’s southern low land), Muslims, and people from underprivileged 
regions from discrimination. 

Domestic laws and implementation gaps

Nepal has general laws that can be used to protect journalists, but no specific 
law dealing exclusively with their physical and psychological safety. The Work-
ing Journalist Act, adopted in 1993, outlines measures like contracts, minimum 
wages, and insurance, but does not address the safety of journalists, and its 
implementation is limited.

The gender-neutral Sexual Harassment Prevention Act 2015 addresses harass-
ment in the workplace, including at media companies, and affords protection to all 
workers (including those on contracts). 

However, despite formal legal equality, studies indicate that even the mandatory 
legal provisions to safeguard journalists’ safety and end gender-based violence 
are not implemented, for reasons ranging from a culture of impunity to political 
transition, attitudes that subordinate women, and a limited capacity and lack of 
professionalism among journalists. 

https://twitter.com/BojuBajai
https://twitter.com/PeriodKaaKura
https://twitter.com/PeriodKaaKura
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245666
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245666
https://pioneer.bidheegroup.com/news-detail/42/nepal-introduces-legislation-to-address-sexual-harassment-at-workplace
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245666
https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/1_Journalist-Protection-Book-Digital-1.pdf
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International and national human rights initiatives

Nepal was one of five countries identified for the first-phase roll-out of the UN Plan 
of Action on the Safety of Journalists and Issue of Impunity in 2013. 

The plan includes measures such as the establishment of an inter-agency 
mechanism to strengthen the contribution of each UN actor, cooperation with 
states to develop legislation and other mechanisms for safeguarding freedom of 
expression and the safety of journalists, and awareness-raising initiatives. While 
its roll-out sensitised stakeholders to the safety of journalists, efforts to establish 
an independent, multi-stakeholder safety mechanism have not yet materialised. 

Media houses’ policies

Nepal’s largest media organisation – Kantipur Publications Ltd, which publishes 
newspapers and runs radio and TV stations – has a fairly detailed policy on work-
place harassment, including severe sanctions for those found guilty. Two of Ne-
pal’s largest journalists’ associations, the FNJ and the Association of Community 
Radio Broadcasters, have gender and social inclusion policies; however, as men-
tioned, reporting on violence against women often falls through the cracks. 

Apart from these, media organisations in Nepal generally do not have safety poli-
cies to address challenges specific to female journalists. Even when such policies 
exist, we found that they are not truly functional in Nepali newsrooms – another 
example of the implementation gap. Furthermore, the policies in place generally 
only apply to physical attacks, and exclude sexual violence and harassment. 

The feminist movement in Nepal

The history of the women’s movement in Nepal dates back to 1948, when the first 
formal women’s organisation – the Nepal Women Association – was established, 
largely to raise political awareness among women. Following a serious setback in 
the movement during the three decades (1960–1990) of the party-less Panchayat 
system (imposed by the then-King Mahendra), some social and political women’s 
organisations came into existence in the early 1990s; however, most of these func-
tioned as wings of the political parties, and the number of women politicians in key 
roles remained negligible. 

In 1991, Nepal became a signatory of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, and ratified both the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights with no reservations, demonstrating its commitment 
to eliminating discrimination against women. Yet it was only after 1996, when the 
Maoist conflict began, that women were seen in non-stereotypical gender roles 
(such as combatants and breadwinners). Although women’s NGOs were working 
on gender equality at this time, the most significant legal and political changes 
were only detectable after the armed conflict ended in 2006, when women began 
to assert their rights as citizens.9 

https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/1_Journalist-Protection-Book-Digital-1.pdf
https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/1_Journalist-Protection-Book-Digital-1.pdf
https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/06/441712-nepal-joins-new-un-initiative-protecting-journalists
https://kathmandupost.com/pages/kathmandu-post-policy-against-harassment
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/Field%20Office%20ESEAsia/Docs/Publications/2020/03/np-Mapping-progress-on-womens-rights.pdf
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Nepal reached a historic milestone in women’s political participation when 
women assumed three of the top five government positions. Following the 
promulgation of a new Constitution in 2015, Bidhya Devi Bhandari was elected 
as President, Onsari Gharti Magar became speaker of the legislature, and Sushila 
Karki became the first female Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. At present, 
34% of members the federal parliament are women. Similarly, in the provincial 
and local-level assemblies, women’s participation is at 34% and 41% respectively. 
There has also been visible progress in women’s participation in the civil service 
and private sectors.

Despite these improvements, there is still a wide gap between rural and urban 
Nepal with respect to women’s living conditions and empowerment, which also 
intersect with the caste system and religion. 
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2. Case studies

Introduction

To identify feminist approaches to the safety of journalists in Nepal, ARTICLE 19 
first conducted a month-long mapping exercise. 

The first phase of this exercise involved reviewing relevant legislation and policy 
addressing challenges specific to women journalists. The second phase involved 
brief interviews with editors and reporters from eight media organisations with the 
aim of establishing whether the organisations had strategies or good practices on 
the safety of women journalists, as well as to enquire about incidents experienced 
by women journalists. The third phase involved interviewing officials from jour-
nalists’ associations and NGOs working on media development and journalists’ 
safety, as well as reviewing these organisations’ guidelines, codes of conduct, and 
other relevant publications. 

This mapping exercise enabled us to identify two relevant case studies, which are 
featured in this section. 

For the first case study, a three-hour-long interview was held with Rupa Sunar. So-
cial media posts and news articles related to her case were also reviewed, as well 
as the court document and police report. For the second case study, three women 
journalists (aged 21–40 years) were interviewed. Of these, one woman worked for 
the national news media, one was a freelancer, and one worked at a local radio 
station. One of these interviews was conducted face-to-face, while the other two 
were conducted online. 
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Rupa Sunar: The challenges of 
being a Dalit woman journalist

‘Being a person from a Dalit community in Nepal is tough, and when you 
are a woman and in a challenging profession, it’s severely challenging.’

– Rupa Sunar

In June 2021, 24-year-old Dalit journalist Rupa Sunar approached a landlady in 
Kathmandu with a view to renting a room. According to Sunar, the landlady initially 
offered her the room to rent, but then asked what caste she was. When Sunar told 
the landlady she was Dalit, the landlady said the room was no longer available. 

With the support of human rights activists, journalists, and lawyers, Sunar lodged 
a complaint against the landlady under the Caste-Based Discrimination and Un-
touchability (Offense and Punishment) Act 2011. This Act requires police officials 
to act on such cases of discrimination and detain the suspect for investigation, 
and the landlady was held in custody. 

The case is now being heard in court. The sanctions for caste-based discrimina-
tion, if upheld, include imprisonment for between three months and three years, a 
fine of NPR 1,000–25,000 (approximately USD 8–200), or both. 

The price of speaking out 

Sunar spoke out about this caste-based discrimination in a three-minute video that 
she shared on social media. By speaking out about her experience, she inspired 
many other women journalists, and some politicians, to share their own stories of 
similar challenges. 

However, because she was a familiar face – she wrote for a Kathmandu-based 
daily newspaper, presented a programme on the Image Channel, and was one of 
very few Dalit women working at a media organisation – she also became an easy 
target, receiving hundreds of abusive messages online, including rape and murder 
threats. Growing up in rural Nepal, it was not the first time Sunar had faced dis-
crimination, although this intensified when she started working for a TV channel. 

‘I have noticed women colleagues being 
harassed but comparatively, I can say I 
have faced the worst … from unwanted 
touch to statements like: “You don’t look 
like a Dalit, you are so beautiful.” ’

https://www.nepallivetoday.com/2021/06/28/how-a-video-by-a-vj-sparked-a-conversation-on-caste-based-discrimination-prevalent-in-nepals-urban-areas/
https://www.nepallivetoday.com/2021/06/28/how-a-video-by-a-vj-sparked-a-conversation-on-caste-based-discrimination-prevalent-in-nepals-urban-areas/
https://www.lawcommission.gov.np/en/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/The-Caste-Based-Discrimination-and-Untouchability-Offence-and-Punishment-Act-2068-2011.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/parusunar20/videos/3015243562128779/
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Women journalists who are harassed online often choose to leave social media. 
However, Sunar fought back; she reported all the abusive comments about her to 
the Cyber Crimes Bureau of the Nepal Police and filed cases against two offenders 
(the others used fake accounts, and the police could not track them down). 

‘We would have helped, but we can’t do anything’

Many media organisations were supportive of Sunar and reported on her story. 
However, the media company she worked for did not cover the incident, and some 
news reports even blamed her for provoking caste-related violence. Sunar lodged 
a complaint with Nepal’s Press Council against nine online media outlets, which 
she accused of defaming her. The Press Council subsequently sought clarification 
from the media outlets. 

She also reached out for support to journalists’ associations and organisations 
working on journalists’ safety, but their responses were not encouraging. Accord-
ing to her, one official from a journalists’ association said: ‘If you had received these 
threats because of a news story, we would have helped, but we can’t do anything in 
this case.’ Sunar believes that, to change this, it is necessary for women from mi-
nority groups to be accepted into decision-making roles – including in journalists’ 
associations:

‘It’s high time we start 
including journalists from 
more vulnerable groups in 
leadership positions.’

However, some human rights organisations, including those working on Dalit 
rights, offered Sunar moral support and assisted her in filing report against caste-
based discrimination and online harassment. 

‘Those who do not move do not notice their chains’

Sunar’s case clearly shows the challenges of being a Dalit woman journalist in 
Nepal. And she is not alone: She told us that many Dalit women journalists have 
approached her with their own stories of discrimination and harassment. Despite 
this, the mainstream feminist movement, media houses, and journalists’ associ-
ations – even those that speak out against gender-based violence – have failed 
to acknowledge the additional forms of discrimination that Dalit women face. As 
a result, journalists like Sunar have no choice but to fight their battles alone – or, 
worse, to suffer in silence. 

At the end of our three-hour interview, Sunar quoted Polish feminist Rosa Luxem-
burg: ‘Those who do not move do not notice their chains.’ However, she also told us 
she had reached the ‘verge of psychological collapse’ as a result of the discrimina-
tion she experienced. She has been on unpaid leave since the initial incident, first 

https://myrepublica.nagariknetwork.com/news/rupa-sunar-files-complaints-against-nine-online-media-seeks-action-under-cyber-crime-law/
https://myrepublica.nagariknetwork.com/news/rupa-sunar-files-complaints-against-nine-online-media-seeks-action-under-cyber-crime-law/
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voluntarily and later because she was forced to take leave until the court case was 
resolved. She told ARTICLE 19 that she was unsure whether she would get her job 
back or when the court case would end:

‘I don’t know how the legal battle [is] 
going to end, but I strongly believe 
that if I don’t continue, I will have 
to live with the discrimination and 
harassment all my life.’ 

Even so, she has no regrets about fighting for what she believes in:

‘As a journalist, I have always 
felt it’s important to fight against 
discrimination, which makes me 
different from many members of 
my community who have decided 
to tolerate such incidents.’ 
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‘You get the feeling that you 
won’t be judged’ : Peer support 
to tackle online abuse 

Our second case study focuses on the experiences of three women journalists 
who – like Rupa Sunar – are fighting back against online abuse and harassment. 
Although the three journalists have varied backgrounds, they have all experienced 
severe harassment on social media, mainly Twitter. Over time, the online abuse 
evolved into threatening phone calls – and, for two of the women, stalking. All three 
women also took a similar approach to combating this abuse: calling out sexism 
online, reaching out to other survivors, and forming peer-support groups.

They told ARTICLE 19 that, in their experience, reporting on any story from a fem-
inist perspective can be daunting. Our own observations of comments on articles 
they had written online confirmed this: Every time a woman journalist questions 
gender stereotypes or Nepal’s patriarchal culture, the comments section is awash 
with derogatory sexist remarks.

Menuka Dhungana, a reporter at Kantipur Daily, is based in Sudur-Paschim Prov-
ince, where social stigma is more deeply rooted than in other provinces in Nepal, 
leading to increased risks. She told ARTICLE 19:

‘Reporting from a remote district 
is very challenging, my family 
members are in constant fear that I 
could be abducted, if not killed.’ 

Victim-blaming, for example, is often more common in remote regions: 

‘They come after our character 
and question our morality, the 
most common way is to spread 
rumours involving our alleged 
involvement with men colleagues, 
superiors, even sources.’

Menuka has faced various forms of harassment throughout her career. In 2019, 
for example, after she reported on irregularities regarding a school-construction 
contractor, the contractor later posted derogatory and defamatory remarks about 

http://nepalpressfreedom.org/main/issue-single/1108
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her on Facebook. Journalists’ organisations like FNJ, SAS, and Working Women 
Journalists took up her case and successfully demanded that the government ar-
rest the accused for cybercrime (although he continued to post similar defamatory 
comments when in detention). However, when she first started out as a journalist, 
Menuka did not know how to deal with harassment and never told others. For that 
reason, she told us, ‘I mainly reach out to young journalists as my experience says 
they are more vulnerable.’  

Sabitri Gautam, from Pokhara in Gandaki Province, is a freelance journalist who 
is very active on Twitter, where her comments have been met with abuse, harass-
ment, and even rape and murder threats. Like Menuka, Sabitri has attempted to 
reach out to other women who have been targeted on social media, providing mor-
al support and even responding to their abusers.

Mina,10 an ethnic-minority radio journalist, is also based in Gandaki Province. Af-
ter working as a journalist for a few years, she realised that no organisation was 
addressing the issue of online harassment. When she reached out to discuss her 
experiences of online harassment with another woman journalist, Mina realised 
their experiences were very similar. She told ARTICLE 19:

‘We both felt some sense of relief 
after being able to share with each 
other and we thought it would be 
nice to have a platform to discuss 
such experiences.’ 

Besides setting up a peer-support group online, Mina is also a member of a social 
media group for women journalists from ethnic communities, which discusses 
challenges specific to ethnicity and gender. 

Peer support: strengths and limitations

Menuka, Sabitri, and Mina set up their peer-support groups to deal with the abuse 
they faced. All three groups were initially formed with the aim of trying to create an 
organisation, but their members found them more useful as solidarity platforms.

As such, they now take the form of private social media groups where women 
journalists encourage each other to report abuse and provide each other with emo-
tional support.

‘We encourage and support each 
other, we make all in the group feel 
that they are not alone.’

– Menuka Dhungana

This peer support, even if only online, can help others to stay safe while continuing 
with their professions – especially in rural areas, where other support mechanisms 
are not available.
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‘There are times we can’t talk about 
it face-to-face, but when friends/
colleagues talk about the incidents 
they faced and other challenges, 
it’s easier to contribute to the 
discussion. You get the feeling that 
you won’t be judged.’

– Mina 

However, it should be noted that unfunded peer-support groups are neither a pana-
cea nor a permanent solution, and can only form one part of the response to online 
harassment and abuse against women journalists.

‘Our social media groups are like 
a safe haven for us, but certainly 
there are times when we feel like 
we can’t take more threats and 
harassments.’

– Menuka Dhungana

While there is division even among feminist media workers regarding how to tackle 
online harassment and abuse, it is important that organisations working on the 
safety of journalists do not neglect the digital realm:

‘There are organisations working 
for the safety of women journalists, 
but it is important they show their 
presence in digital platforms and 
call out cases of cyber-bullying and 
harassments.’

– Sabitri Gautam

Women journalists should not be held responsible for ‘solving’ online harassment 
against them – this should be the job of the state. However, in the absence of for-
mal protection mechanisms, it is clear that these informal private groups can pro-
vide some level of support and solidarity. Because little is known about how these 
groups operate, it is difficult to suggest how to make them more effective. It is clear, 
however, that many women journalists do not know they exist, and scaling them 
up would be useful to ensure they are accessible to all women journalists in Nepal. 
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3. Conclusions

T he cases discussed earlier clearly indicate that even though some intersec-
tional-feminist strategies are being employed, they are fragmented and obvi-

ously lack an institutional approach. 

Journalists outside Kathmandu, freelance journalists, LGBTQI+ journalists, and 
journalists from ethnic-minority groups and the Dalit community face additional 
challenges, which have fallen below the radars of women journalists’ associa-
tions based in the large urban centres. Furthermore, while workplace harassment 
and threats resulting from news stories are sometimes taken up by some me-
dia organisations and journalists’ associations, intersectional experiences largely 
fall through the filter that aggregation of data allows. Despite Nepal being one of 
the most progressive countries for LGBTQI+ rights in the region, the majority of 
LGBTQI+ people struggle to get equal treatment before the law. Lack of proper 
implementation of these laws poses a serious question for their safety; some-
thing which the study found was completely overlooked even by journalists’ as-
sociations. Therefore, NGOs and associations working for the Dalit community, 
LGBTQI+ people, and women journalists need to come together. 

A multi-stakeholder mechanism for the safety of journalists can improve safety 
measures. Effective implementation of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Jour-
nalists and Issue of Impunity — by establishing a nationally applied independent 
mechanism — can play a significant role in providing a framework to tackle the 
issues of journalists’ safety and impunity while ensuring specific safety measures 
for women journalists. 

The social challenges faced by women journalists are important because they 
limit their ability to perform to their full potential, which is also something that 
policymakers in Nepal have yet to understand, and put into practice. Although the 
majority of women journalists have received some sort of safety-related training, 
they stated that it was not enough. ‘Training programmes are very short and often 
lack [a] proper resource person,’ Dhungana said. 

Participants in the study also highlighted that journalists from marginalised 
communities were almost invisible in journalists’ associations and in leadership 
positions: ‘It’s high time we start including journalists from more vulnerable groups 
in leadership positions.’ Sunar suggested that policymakers and media researchers 
should consult with women journalists from the Dalit community before drafting 
guidelines or formulating a policy. 
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As discussed in the second case study, while women journalists are using digital 
platforms to call out abuse and discrimination, this is not enough. Worse is that 
these women are further targeted for their initiatives. 'There are many organisa-
tions working for [the] safety of journalists, but when it comes to women journal-
ists, I don’t think any substantive work has been done,' one of the journalists stat-
ed. She also said that if peer-support programmes were more structured, through 
monitoring and trauma-informed training, they could be more beneficial. 

A lack of proper implementation of existing guidelines and codes of conduct has 
definitely amplified safety challenges for all women journalists including LGBTQI+ 
individuals. Our findings indicate that training on the safety of journalists has 
ignored gender and intersectional approaches. While the challenges facing all 
journalists might be similar, undermining an intersectional approach in policies 
in a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural country like Nepal11 cannot address multiple 
forms of systemic discrimination. All men and women journalists, including those 
from the LGBTQI+ community, deserve to be heard and their unique needs should 
be addressed through specific programmes and policies. 
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Notes

1	 Pseudonym provided to protect journalist’s anonymity. 

2	 ARTICLE 19 uses ‘women’ and ‘men’ to refer to all those individuals who identify 
themselves as such.

3	 ARTICLE 19 uses a functional definition of journalists and communicators, as per 
the UN Human Rights Committee General Comment 34: ‘Journalism is a function 
shared by a wide range of actors, including professional full-time reporters and 
analysts, as well as bloggers and others who engage in forms of self-publication in 
print, on the internet or elsewhere’.

4	 ARTICLE 19’s Global Expression Report metric (the GxR metric) tracks freedom of 
expression across the world. In our 2022 report, 25 indicators were used to create 
an overall freedom of expression score for 161 countries, on a scale of 1–100, 
which places each country in an expression category.

5	 Koirala, S. (2018) ‘Gender Representation in the Nepali Press during Pre-Conflict, 
Conflict and Post-Conflict Periods’, PhD thesis, University of Oslo. 

6	 Tobias, V. (2021) ‘Restorative Justice in Nepal: An Analysis of the Approach in Cas-
es of Sexual Violence Against Women’, PhD thesis, EUCLID University.

7	 Personal communication with Nita Pandit, President of SAS.

8	 Koirala, S. (2020) ‘Female Journalists’ Experience of Online Harassment: A Case 
Study of Nepal’, Media and Communication, 8, 1: 50. 

9	 Pant, B. and Standing, K. (2011) ‘Citizenship Rights and Women’s Roles in Develop-
ment in Post-Conflict Nepal’, Gender & Development, 19, 3: 409–421. 

10	 Pseudonym provided to protect journalist’s anonymity.

11	 Based on census data from 2011, there are 131 different ethnic groups in Nepal.

https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/docs/gc34.pdf
https://www.article19.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/A19-GxR-Report-22.pdf
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