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❖ Situation  

On March 11 2020, Tedros Ghebreyesus, Director-General of the World Health 

Organization (WHO), issued a statement characterizing the new coronavirus disease 

(COVID-19) as a pandemic. COVID-19 was discovered in China in December 2019 

and later spread rapidly all over the world. In a matter of days, the infection forced the 

authorities of many countries around the world to take drastic measures to respond 

rapidly and, in some cases, to prevent the spread of the pandemic. Based on the 

epidemic situation, state of emergency was declared in various countries around the 

world. State of emergency was declared in Armenia too. On March 16, 2020, the 

Government of the Republic of Armenia approved the Decision 298-N on declaring 

state of emergency in the Republic of Armenia.  

The first case of  the new coronavirus was registered in Armenia on March 1. The 

infected person was a 29-year-old citizen of the Republic of Armenia, who arrived in 

Yerevan from Tehran on February 28. In the second half of February, the situation in 

neighboring Iran was already epidemic in response to which the Government of the 

Republic of Armenia decided to partially close the Armenia-Iran air-land border since 

February 25 (only trucks were allowed to enter Armenia, with a maximum of two 

people in the car, the driver and another driver to replace. The border remains open 

for the employees of the diplomatic missions of the two countries and their families). 

There were several grounds for the Government's decision to declare state of 

emergency but the essential one was WHO Director-General's statement about the 

new coronavirus (COVID-19) being characterized as a pandemic. Another rationale 

behind the decision was the epidemic situation in the city of Vagharshapat due to the 

spread of the coronavirus, which threatened the lives of the population and public 

health, could lead to a violation of the normal living conditions of individuals. Thus, 

state of emergency was declared in the entire territory of the Republic of Armenia 

https://hetq.am/hy/article/114312
https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33564/
https://hetq.am/en/article/113905
https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33466/
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from March 16, 2020 at 18:30 to April 14, 2020 at 17:00 inclusive, which was twice 

extended for 30 days, in April and May.  

The Government's Decision on the state of emergency had a 7-page annex that also 

included restrictions on media activities. Chapter VII was entitled “Prohibitions of 

Separate Publications, Reports through the Mass Media” and consisted of four 

interrelated provisions. 

Hence, the legal regime of the state of emergency declared in Armenia on March 16 

provided temporary restrictions on mass media activities. 

 

❖ Restrictions on Mass Media Activities in Armenia  

Provisions 23-26 of the chapter entitled “Prohibitions of Separate Publications, 

Reports through the Mass Media” contained in the Annex to Government Decision 

298-N, specifies in particular what is prohibited under the given legal regime:  

23. Public dissemination, transfer of publications, information materials, interviews, 

reports (hereinafter referred to as “report”) on the current and new cases of infection 

having had in the Republic of Armenia, as well as outside the Republic of Armenia, 

state of health of persons, sources of infection, scope of other persons having 

contacted with already infected or potentially infected persons, number of persons 

undergoing examination (infection testing) and those having been isolated, as well as 

on the information causing panic or containing risk of creating a panic situation, 

including in the form of their publication on the internet websites and social networks, 

shall be carried out by natural and legal persons, including the mass media, 

exclusively by making reference to the information provided by the Commandant's 

Office (hereinafter referred to as “official information”).  

24. The reports envisaged by point 23 of this Procedure must not contradict the 

official information and shall reproduce it as far as possible.  

25. The restrictions prescribed by this Chapter shall not be applied to the reports made 

by state officials or the references made to their reports.  

26. Reports made in violation of the provisions prescribed by this Chapter shall be 

subject to immediate removal by persons having made them.  

In fact, the state of emergency caused by the spread of the new coronavirus disease 

was totally applied to cover the main topic of the public agenda, to carry out control 

over the topical publications of mass media. Such enhanced surveillance has caused 

dissatisfaction among many media outlets. On March 16, the day of the declaration of 

state of emergency, the editors who had been invited by the Government for 

discussion did not come to a common understanding.  

In order to get clarifications on the above-mentioned 4 provisions, on the initiative of 

the Union of Journalists of Armenia, a written request was sent to Tigran Avinyan, 

RA Deputy Prime Minister, the Commandant during the state of emergency. The most 

controversial issue for 30 representatives of the signatory media outlets was the 

https://www.e-gov.am/u_files/file/decrees/kar/2020/298%D5%AF%D6%85%D5%BC%D6%85%D5%B6.pdf
http://moj.am/storage/uploads/298voroshum_ENG.pdf
http://moj.am/storage/uploads/298voroshum_ENG.pdf
https://www.tert.am/am/news/2020/03/18/Avinyan/3239921
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definition and assessment of “information causing panic” as there were no publicized 

criteria, and the concern was that the Commandant’s Office could arbitrarily and 

selectively restrict the activity of the media. 

The mechanism for restricting media publications and reports worked very simply 

although no criteria were set for the definition of the four main above-mentioned 

provisions and for defining “information causing panic”. The monitoring team 

working at the “Public Relations and Information Center” SNCO of the Staff of the 

Prime Minister's Office and consisting of 15 employees1, was monitoring media and 

social networks on an hourly basis. Taking into account the provisions envisaged in 

the chapter “Prohibitions of Separate Publications, Reports through the Mass Media”, 

publications that were “banned” were singled out and sent to the police. The police, in 

turn, took actions to remove the publications by contacting media representatives or 

individual authors.    

It is noteworthy that initially the media was instructed to publish only official 

information related to the new coronavirus disease until April 14 due to the state of 

emergency, the primary channel of which was the Armenian Unified Infocenter, It 

had an officially verified page on Facebook. Later, the website “A Unified 

Information Platform for Combating Coronavirus” was created with the subdomain 

access of the official website of the Government of the Republic of Armenia - 

https://covid19.gov.am/hy. The media was also encouraged to follow the Facebook 

pages of the RA Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, the RA Minister of Health Arsen 

Torosyan and the spokesperson of the Ministry of Health Alina Nikoghosyan for 

official information, as well as the official website of the National Center for Disease 

Control and Prevention of the RA Ministry of Health - https://ncdc.am/. 

At the special sitting of the National Assembly convened on March 16, RA Prime 

Minister Nikol Pashinyan, referring to the issue of restricting the media activity, noted 

that all the individuals and media outlets who disseminated disinformation about the 

coronavirus would be held accountable. “I want to repeat again that after 18:30 all the 

people, the media outlets who disseminate information different from the official one 

about the coronavirus, will be held accountable. The fact that the official information 

is 100% true has been proven not once as during this time we have shared a single 

note, sorry for my statement, the information of the level of sneaking with the public. 

And we did it specifically for the purpose that there would be trust and people would 

believe the official news. And the only reliable source for coronavirus after 18:30 

should be the Government. Dissemination of any other information is prohibited. 

Dissemination of such information will bring responsibility.” 

During the press conference held on March 17, Vahe Danielyan, Deputy Minister of 

Justice, emphasized that information on the new coronavirus disease, including 

international, scientific, professional and analytical, could not be covered in the 

Armenian media. It is noteworthy that the Deputy Minister talking about the 

 
1 The number of employees and the way of working was adjusted with Hovhannes Movsisyan, Director 

of SNCO 

https://www.facebook.com/ArmenianUnifiedInfoCenter/
https://covid19.gov.am/hy
https://www.facebook.com/nikol.pashinyan/
https://www.facebook.com/ATorosyanOfficial/
https://www.facebook.com/ATorosyanOfficial/
https://www.facebook.com/alina.nikoghosyan
https://ncdc.am/
http://www.parliament.am/transcript.php?AgendaID=3857&day=16&month=03&year=2020&lang=arm
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restrictions on the media related to the legal regime of the state of emergency said that 

the media outlets should provide only official information, referring to the 

information published by the Commandant’s Office and state officials. “This applies 

to both natural persons and legal entities, including publications on social networks, 

which relate exclusively to the coronavirus, information about specific infected 

people within the Republic of Armenia and beyond, the number of people and the 

scope of contacts, isolated people.” 

On March 17, another meeting-discussion with media representatives took place at the 

Ministry of Justice. Until the end, it was unclear what kind of information could be 

published by the media. It should be noted that in order not to target the infected 

people by the media, the existing restrictions stipulated that specific information about 

the infected people and their health state should not be published by either legal 

entities or natural persons. It was considered a violation by the media if specific cases 

were discussed and the health state of a person and the circle of contacts were pointed 

out. In fact, not only separate media posts and reports were monitored but also posts 

of hundreds of thousands individuals on social networks. If, by non-publicized 

criteria, they considered the publication to be a violation of the regime, they would 

apply to the police to eliminate the publication. In the case of social networks, the 

user could change the status of the publication from public into friends only, so the 

agencies in charge could not see the post because they had no connection with the 

user. 

On March 23, during the press conference of Hayk Mhryan, the RA Deputy Chief of 

Police, it was stated that during about a week the police demanded to remove 22 

publications of social network users and media, considering it information causing 

panic. For example, Aravot.am was asked to remove a quote from the Russian press 

saying that Russia was hiding information about the coronavirus. This publication 

followed the statement of the RA Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan whether “we are 

confident that all the countries of the world say their numbers accurately.’ 

According to Anna Israelyan, an experienced journalist and editor of "Aravot.am" 

website, their information could cause panic only in Russia. According to the editor, 

the requirements of the state of emergency against the Armenian media were not 

proportionate, as it would be expedient to take strict measures in those days for 

publishing false and inaccurate information without sources, instead the state of 

emergency created conditions for restricting freedom of speech.  

Vahagn Tevosyan, a member of the "My Step" faction of the National Assembly, 

wrote on his Facebook page that during the active discussion with the members of the 

Government, the officials could not explain what panic meant and what kind of 

materials could not be published so as not to cause panic2. Given this argument, as a 

result of the state of emergency declared on March 16, the restrictions created a 

difficult situation for the media, which was very close to direct censorship, as the 

approach of the Commandant’s Office was not specified and could be arbitrary 

 
2 The Facebook page of the NA deputy has been temporarily deactivated since the end of April but the 

publication is not deleted. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2r9VO24NjY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.facebook.com/nikol.pashinyan/posts/2584791141841265
https://www.facebook.com/vahagn.tevosyan/posts/10158518210944026
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towards various media outlets: in one case they could have required the removal of 

the publication, in another case not. There were no clear "rules of the game." 

As it was already mentioned, during the state of emergency, the Commandant’s 

Office monitored the work of media outlets. If there was any panic in the publications, 

the police demanded to remove it from the media outlet. If the requirement was not 

fulfilled, the media outlet could be fined 500-800 thousand AMD or could appeal the 

decision in court but only after the state of emergency.  

Journalistic organizations also touched upon the issue. For example, in the opinion of 

Boris Navasardyan, President of the Yerevan Press Club, there was a selective 

approach to those who disseminate information and a disproportionate approach to the 

situation. According to Boris Navasardyan, it was not justified to take the strictest 

measures, the provisions introduced by the Commandant’s Office were not realistic 

from the beginning as it was not possible to physically monitor the whole media field, 

and it was clear that many questions would be evoked in that situation. According to 

the expert, more various and more professional solutions for information flow 

management should have been acquired by the Government, as the restrictions on the 

media were the result of promptness, unconsidered and unprofessional treatment.  

Mane Gevorgyan, Spokeswoman of Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, stated on March 

19 that the Commandant’s Office was intensively discussing the requirements of the 

media outlets and the need for changes. The statement of the speaker was quickly 

followed by Decision 310-N of the Government of the Republic of Armenia, by 

which two of the provisions addressed to the media during the state of emergency 

were amended. It was allowed to use the information obtained from official 

international sources about the new coronavirus disease. For example, an interesting 

case occurred. TERT.am was forced to remove a publication about Hollywood actor 

Idris Elba who did not rule out that he was infected by the first lady of Canada.  

The following amendments were made in the Annex of Government’s Decision 298-

N:  

23. Public dissemination, transfer of publications, information materials, interviews, 

reports (hereinafter referred to as “report”) on the current and new cases of infection 

having had in the Republic of Armenia, as well as outside the Republic of Armenia, 

state of health of persons, sources of infection, scope of other persons having 

contacted with already infected or potentially infected persons, number of persons 

undergoing examination (infection testing) and those having been isolated, measures 

taken by the authorized body in the field of healthcare and data related to them as well 

as on the information causing panic or containing risk of creating a panic situation, 

including in the form of their publication on the internet websites and social networks, 

shall be carried out by natural and legal persons, including the mass media, 

exclusively by making reference to the information provided by the Commandant's 

Office (hereinafter referred to as “official information”).  

 

25. The restrictions prescribed by this Chapter shall not be applied to: 

https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33585/
https://www.aravot.am/2020/03/20/1101203/
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1. The reports made by state officials or the references made to their reports,  

2. The references made to the official websites and the official pages of social 

networks of the heads of foreign states, state bodies and (or) their 

representatives, 

3. The references made to the official websites and the official pages of social 

networks of the international organizations with the membership of the 

Republic of Armenia and (or) accredited in the Republic of Armenia. 

Thus, since March 20, the media outlets have been allowed to make references to the 

official websites and the official pages of social networks of the heads of foreign 

states, state bodies and (or) their representatives, which had been forbidden before.    

However, the provisions of the chapter entitled "Prohibitions of Separate Publications, 

Reports through the Mass Media" contained in the Annex to Government Decision 

298-N continued to be criticized by media editors and journalistic organizations. Prior 

to the government's decision, Armenian journalistic organizations issued a statement 

calling on the Government and the Commandant's Office to immediately repeal 

Articles 23, 24, 25 and 26, addressing the media during the state of emergency. The 

Public Journalism Club that has always kept the topic on its focus also joined the 

statement. It is noteworthy that in the above-mentioned statement, the Armenian 

journalistic organizations proposed to develop a new regulation defining the 

information dissemination regime, which will clarify the possible restrictions and 

promote the proper implementation of professional activities by mass media.  

According to Ashot Melikyan, Chairman of the Committee to Protect Freedom of 

Expression (CPFE), the part referring to mass media contained vague provisions that 

could lead to arbitrary actions. According to him, we witnessed that the police 

decided whether the publication of the given media outlet could cause panic or not, 

and the police required to remove them.  

“This is a very adverse precedent, and I think that the consequences of this will long 

impact the Armenian media,” Ashot Melikyan, Chairman of the CPFE, said, 

expressing concern over serious restrictions on freedom of expression.  

New amendments in the restrictions of media activity were made by Government 

Decision 345-N of March 24, by which the restrictions for the media were mitigated. 

This was preceded by pressure from international organizations. Harlem Désir, OSCE 

Representative on Freedom of the Media, expressed his concern about a package of 

amendments to the Criminal and Administrative Codes, introduced in Armenia in the 

context of the fight against disinformation related to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“Publishing only information provided by the authorities is a very restrictive measure 

which would limit freedom of the media and access to information 

disproportionately,” the statement said. 

A number of other international journalistic institutions issued critical statements 

expressing concern that governments are using the situation with the coronavirus to 

punish independent and critical media outlets, restricting their interference in 

governments’ decisions and their activities.  

http://moj.am/storage/uploads/298voroshum_ENG.pdf
http://moj.am/storage/uploads/298voroshum_ENG.pdf
https://hetq.am/hy/article/114785
https://armeniasputnik.am/radio/20200320/22464160/Meliqyan-ZLM-nerin-arnchvogh-sahmanapakumnery-petq-e-veranayel.html
https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33613/
https://www.osce.org/representative-on-freedom-of-media/449098
https://hetq.am/hy/article/115053
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Based on the Government Decision 345-N, the 23rd and 24th provisions related to the 

restrictions on media activity were edited, and the 26th point was repealed.  

Provisions 23 and 24 in the chapter entitled "Prohibitions of Separate Publications, 

Reports through the Mass Media" contained in the Annex to Government Decision 

298-N  were subjected to the following edition:  

  23. Public dissemination, transfer of publications, information materials, 

interviews, reports (hereinafter referred to as “report”) on the current and new 

cases of infection having had in the Republic of Armenia, state of health of 

persons, sources of infection, scope of other persons having contacted with 

already infected or potentially infected persons, number of persons undergoing 

examination (infection testing) and those having been isolated, measures taken 

by the authorized body in the field of healthcare and data related to them, 

including in the form of their publication on the internet websites and social 

networks, shall be carried out by the mass media, exclusively by making 

reference to the information provided by the Commandant's Office (hereinafter 

referred to as “official information”) fully reflecting the official information 

(without editing).  

24. In case of publishing the reports envisaged by point 23 of this Procedure 

without making reference to the official information, the media outlet shall 

publish the denial or clarification provided by the Commandant's Office on the 

information contained in that report within 2 hours after receiving / publishing 

it. At the same time, the media outlet should ensure that the latter is 

disseminated on the same platforms used during the publication of the report.  

24.1. In case of complete or partial copying of information or analytical 

materials on the new type of coronavirus pandemic published by foreign media, 

the media outlet shall publish the source of the material in the title of the article.  

In particular, the media outlets were forced to publish the sources in the title if the 

materials about coronavirus were republished from foreign media. If information 

about isolated, self-isolated, infected citizens of Armenia as well as measures taken by 

the authorities was published, reference should be made to the information provided 

by the Commandant's Office fully reflecting the official information (without editing). 

Besides, the media outlet should have published the denial or clarification provided 

by the Commandant's Office on the information contained in the report about 

coronavirus within 2 hours after receiving / publishing it.  

The amendments were welcomed by the media organizations and mass media 

although certain restrictions continued to be imposed. According to Boris 

Navasardyan, the Chairman of the Yerevan Press Club, the amendments were 

completely acceptable as the priority during the state of emergency is not the interest 

of media outlets or the authorities but the public interest. “It is clear that there should 

be some restrictions and strict measures in case of a state of emergency.’’ Boris 

Navasardyan insists it is very important to force to include the official point of view, 

possibly promoting the increase of public awareness in that way. 

https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33613/
http://moj.am/storage/uploads/298voroshum_ENG.pdf
http://moj.am/storage/uploads/298voroshum_ENG.pdf
https://media.am/en/futured-post-en-2/2020/03/20/20275/
https://media.am/en/futured-post-en-2/2020/03/20/20275/
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According to Nikolay Torosyan, Editor-in-Chief of the PanArmenian website, 

limiting the flow of negative and misleading information during state of emergency is 

quite understandable though in many cases it is simply impossible. “The new 

amendments clarify and relieve the restrictions, allowing for the publication of foreign 

materials in addition to the official ones. Previously, with the exception of the 

information provided by the World Health Organization (WHO), everything else 

meant a violation of the state of emergency.” It was unclear to the editor why it was 

forbidden to publish reports of the Commandant's Office with some edits. 

The new amendment also clarified the amount of liability in case of non-compliance 

with the rules of restriction by the media. The amount of the fine was 100-300 

thousand AMD, and if the media outlet did not remove the publication even after the 

fine, then it would be fined again, from 500 thousand to 1 million AMD.  

It is worth to mention that based on the decision of Commandant's Office of March 

25, the right of people to move freely throughout the territory of the Republic of 

Armenia was restricted, mandatory self-isolation of people was imposed in their 

permanent residence or in another place of their choice to restrict direct contact with 

other persons and prevent the possible spread of infection. According to Suren 

Krmoyan, Deputy Prime Minister, Adviser to the RA Commandant Tigran Avinyan, 

every time a citizen leaves the house, they must fill in the movement forms, this 

concerns also to the persons who have permission to leave the house. Hayk Mhryan, 

RA Deputy Chief of Police, stated at the press conference on March 25 that in the 

case of journalists or people conducting journalistic activity, it was not necessary to 

have a movement form if they had a badge and they would show it to the police. 

Later, the movement forms and the form filled out by the employer became 

mandatory for journalists and people conducting journalistic activity. For a while, the 

media and journalists prepared their publications and reports from home, and the 

journalistic work was not mentioned as a permissible activity in the decision of the 

Commandant.  

Under the state of emergency, the ban on certain media publications and reports 

continued till April 13, 2020. The Government Decree 543-N, according to which the 

state of emergency in the Republic of Armenia was extended for 30 days until May 

14, 2020 at 17:00, annulled Chapter 7 devoted to mass media. 

It is noteworthy that during the legal regime of the state of emergency, the “Media 

Advocate” initiative monitored the cases of restrictions of the activities of the 

Armenian media by the Commandant's Office and published the results on the official 

Facebook page day by day. On April 13, however, the initiative announced that it 

would “stop intensive monitoring of the Commandant's Office and medias.”   

At the special sitting of the Government, RA Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan noted 

that based on the new decision the restrictions imposed on the media are completely 

lifted. However, media monitoring will be carried out to understand how much the 

media and the public have been able to adapt to the appropriate media policy. “In the 

event of noticing risks, we will make amendments in the Government's decision and 

restore the previous regime.” In May, when the state of emergency was extended for 

https://media.am/en/futured-post-en-2/2020/03/20/20275/
https://www.gov.am/files/docs/3969.pdf
https://www.gov.am/files/docs/3969.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NOcHHH9PWus&feature=youtu.be
https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33807/
https://www.facebook.com/MediaAdvocate1/posts/949688228779152
https://www.facebook.com/MediaAdvocate1/posts/966858607062114
https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1011968.html
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the second time for another 30 days, until June 13, 2020, at 5:00 p.m., restrictions on 

certain media publications and reports have not been addressed in the Government's 

Decision 729-N. It should be noted that there are no available data on the monitoring 

mentioned by the RA Prime Minister, instead disinformation about the spread, origin 

of COVID-19 and the infected people has significantly increased on social networks. 

Currently, the Armenian mass media works without restrictions but there is no exact 

number of media outlets or individuals who will challenge in court the decisions of 

the Commandant’s Office to restrict the work of the media after the state of 

emergency. 

 

❖ Media Activity Restrictions in the World  

As a result of the spread of the new coronavirus disease, many countries around the 

world have established full or partial quarantine and initiated public isolation as a 

precautionary measure, encouraging people to stay home and prevent the spread of 

coronavirus. In some cases, media coverage was restricted during these emergency 

measures in some countries. “Reporters without Borders” NGO has launched a special 

platform since March 31 trying to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 on media 

activities and to bring together recorded issues, mapping everything country by 

country. The platform is called "Tracker 19" and is constantly updated. Hungary and 

Belarus, not the most exemplary of the European countries in terms of democracy, are 

included here. Armenia is not on this list. 

It is worth to mention that since the beginning of the pandemic, Belarusian journalists 

have experienced a greater lack of transparency in the activities of state institutions. 

The Ministry of Health is reluctant to respond to reporters' inquiries, and does not 

regularly provide figures on cases, creating an information gap that contributes to the 

spread of fake news. Even President Alexander Lukashenko himself has contributed 

to the spread of disinformation. In his speech on March 16, he said that "the tractor 

will heal everyone", meaning that supposedly healthy work in various fields, and 

denied the risk posed by the coronavirus. In the same speech, he advised people to 

drink vodka or go to the sauna to fight the infection. By the way, the health crisis has 

led to the use of stricter methods, as the case of Sergei Satsuk shows. He is known as 

the author of an investigation into the country's healthcare system but is currently 

facing up to 10 years in prison for publishing an editorial on the online platform 

“Yezhednevnik” and raising doubts about the country's official data. He also 

criticized President Alexander Lukashenko's decree that the country's special services 

should clearly "deal" with the media outlets covering the pandemic from “the wrong 

point of view” and accused them of “causing panic.”  

Hungary is no less interesting. Prime Minister Victor Orban used the pandemic to 

suppress press freedom. The Extraordinary Law on “Coronavirus”, among other 

things, allows this EU member state to punish for spreading fake news with five years 

in prison. It is up to the executive branch to decide, first of all, whether the 

publication is true or false. In this way, the law allows the Government to directly 

https://www.e-gov.am/gov-decrees/item/33994/
https://rsf.org/en/news/rsf-launches-tracker-19-track-covid-19s-impact-press-freedom
https://rsf.org/en/news/rsf-launches-tracker-19-track-covid-19s-impact-press-freedom
https://rsf.org/en/tracker19-Coronavirus-Covid19
https://www.dw.com/ru/%D0%B2-%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D0%B8-%D0%B3%D0%BB%D0%B0%D0%B2%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B4-%D0%B5%D0%B6%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%BD%D0%B5%D0%B2%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%BA%D0%B0-%D1%81%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%B3%D0%B5%D0%B9-%D1%81%D0%B0%D1%86%D1%83%D0%BA-%D0%BE%D1%81%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%B1%D0%BE%D0%B6%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%BD-%D0%B8%D0%B7-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%B4-%D1%81%D1%82%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B6%D0%B8/a-53018687
https://www.dw.com/en/eu-condemns-attacks-on-press-freedom-during-covid-19-crisis/a-53311679
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supervise the media activity, restricting the media outlets from providing information 

properly. The law allows the Government to destroy independent media and unwanted 

information immediately. Access to information is especially difficult for independent 

journalists, as their participation in important events is prohibited and they cannot 

conduct interviews with members of parliament. Moreover, pro-government media in 

this country are calling for jailing journalists criticizing the authorities and they have 

been called “unfortunate idiots” in Hungary. 

The new coronavirus disease is also being used by the leadership of another EU 

member state to restrict freedom of information. On March 16, 2020, Romanian 

President Klaus Werner Iohannis signed a decree on a state of emergency, which, 

among other things, allows the National Authority for Management and Regulation in 

Communications (ANCOM) to block the websites that contain "fake news". The 

European Federation of Journalists (EFJ) expressed an opinion that governments have 

a right to solve the issue of disinformation in this period but these measures could 

lead to large-scale self-censorship. State authorities may be tempted to restrict the 

powers of the media, which deviates from its official position and seeks to hold the 

media accountable. UN human rights experts and various human rights groups have 

said that the rapid changes that have taken place as a result of the pandemic contain 

real risks to human rights and that many problematic projects in various countries turn 

into legislative regulations. 

The Center for Independent Journalism has issued a statement saying that the state of 

emergency allows the country's leadership to regulate the online dissemination of 

"false information" related to the pandemic through preventive measures which 

allowed for the takedown of articles and entire websites. “The decision was 

controversial and it came as a shock to many media professionals, as rumors of such 

restrictions being introduced were refuted by government officials one day before the 

emergency decree was declared. The National Authority for Management and 

Regulation in Communication (ANCOM), a manager of communication infrastructure 

with no expertise in dealing with thorny issues such as disinformation, was made 

responsible to implement the removal of content. No appeal and redress mechanisms 

were provided.” 

According to the Romanian government, ANCOM would just implement the content 

take-down, based on recommendations coming from the Strategic Communication 

Group, a governmental task force charged with managing the pandemic. 

Restrictions on free access to information have been imposed not only in Hungary, 

Belarus and Romania. In Bulgaria, another EU country where the High Commissioner 

for Human Rights recently warned of deteriorating media freedom, the government 

used the state of emergency to try to amend the Criminal Code and impose sanctions 

on anyone or any media outlet that disseminates or publishes fake news on 

coronavirus. Disseminating fake news can be punishable by up to three years in prison 

or a fine of up to 5,000 euros. 

In contrast to the above-mentioned amendment to the law, which would only target 

"fake news" about the virus, the new bill was intended to criminalize all forms of 

https://www.presidency.ro/ro/media/decret-semnat-de-presedintele-romaniei-domnul-klaus-iohannis-privind-instituirea-starii-de-urgenta-pe-teritoriul-romaniei
https://europeanjournalists.org/blog/2020/03/31/covid-19-council-of-europe-must-ensure-press-freedom-is-protected/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/03/hungarian-journalists-fear-coronavirus-law-may-be-used-to-jail-them
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25750&LangID=E
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/03/coronavirus-europe-lockdowns-power-grabs
https://cji.ro/en/manufacturing-censorship-consent-not-required/
https://europeanjournalists.org/blog/2020/03/29/covid-19-restrictions-on-access-to-information-in-romania/
https://europeanjournalists.org/blog/2020/03/29/covid-19-restrictions-on-access-to-information-in-romania/
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online “disinformation”. Under the bill, media owners could be fined up to 1,000 

euros and sentenced to three years in prison if convicted. 

In Spain, which has been one of the leaders in the number of infected people for some 

time, a number of leading media outlets in the country had united to condemn what 

they called "censorship" against journalists who tried to ask sharp questions to the 

Prime Minister during press conferences, pointing out the problems in managing the 

infection. Similar restrictions have been imposed on the media and journalists in the 

Czech Republic, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Slovenia. The media has not been 

welcomed in those countries for questioning the actions of decision-makers, 

preventing measures of the governments, and even came across great resistance. 

On March 10, 2020, the President of Honduras, Juan Orlando Hernandez, declared 

state of emergency due to the new coronavirus (COVID-19). On March 16, he signed 

another decree restricting a number of constitutional rights, including freedoms of 

expression, assembly, and movement. Measures taken in the country included a ban 

on public or private gatherings of any size. Following a number of national and 

international pressures, the government amended the decree on March 21, 2020, 

reaffirming the constitutional guarantees of freedom of speech. 

On March 16, 2020, Juan Orlando Hernandez, the President of Honduras, issued 

another decree, which provided for state of emergency for seven days due to the 

spread of the new coronavirus (COVID-19) disease. Several constitutional guarantees 

provided for in the Honduran Constitution were restricted, including Article 72, which 

protects the right to freedom of expression without censorship. As in Armenia, the 

right of journalists to move in Honduras was also restricted. It was only on April 5 

that the government announced that media representatives would be able to circulate 

during the curfew with the support of journalist's card. 

On April 17, C-Libre reported that they had documented at least 11 violations of the 

rights to report in the context of news coverage of the Covid-19 epidemic. In all these 

cases, according to C-Libre, all the violators are representatives of the public 

administration.  

 

❖ Conclusions 

By restricting the activities of the media in Armenia and strictly controlling even the 

information disseminated by individuals, including on social networks, the 

Commandant’s Office of the Republic of Armenia aimed to reduce disinformation. At 

least, this was the objective stated by the RA Prime Minister and the Commandant’s 

Office for imposing the mentioned restrictions. Did the restrictions temporarily 

prevent the spread of disinformation and fake news in the public sphere? The answer 

to the question is obviously negative since the availability of the Internet everywhere 

does not allow the state bodies to establish full control, therefore a selective approach 

took place, and in that case a number of disputable decisions are possible.  

https://www.europapress.es/nacional/noticia-mundo-abc-dejaran-preguntar-ruedas-prensa-protesta-censura-gobierno-20200404180646.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/honduras/honduras-covid-19-nota-informativa-no-1-al-20-de-marzo-de-2020
https://www.presidencia.gob.hn/index.php/sala-de-prensa/7016-decreto-ejecutivo-numero-pcm-005-2020
http://www.consejosecretariosdeestado.gob.hn/system/files_force/PCM%20022-2020.pdf
https://cpj.org/2020/03/honduran-government-declares-state-of-emergency-su.php
https://www.proceso.hn/mas-noticias/32-m%C3%A1s-noticias/periodistas-pueden-circular-pero-con-medidas-de-proteccion-insisten-autoridades-de-seguridad.html
http://www.clibrehonduras.com/index.php/pronunciamientos/1149-estado-hondureno-debe-proteger-el-derecho-a-ser-informados-sobre-el-covid-19
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In addition, media experts and industry experts claim that the decision to restrict the 

activities of the media in Armenia was made without discussions with a number of 

key media players and independent experts. Instead, the opinions of a group of 

industry experts were audible post factum when media representatives, NGOs and 

international organizations issued statements condemning the existing restrictions. It 

is noteworthy that only after those statements, discussions and exchange of views 

took place, as a result, the restrictions were somewhat relieved, and later they were 

completely lifted. In this context, it should be emphasized that it is desirable to make 

decisions through the inclusive method when the responsible agencies make decisions 

with the direct involvement of field representatives and beneficiaries, ensuring their 

participation in decision-making. This is a principle that is always emphasized in the 

recommendations of international organizations. 

The expert community claims that more various and more professional solutions for 

information flow management should have been acquired by the Government, as the 

restrictions on the media were the result of promptness, unconsidered and 

unprofessional treatment.  

In the face of the restrictions, it was crucial for all government agencies to respond 

properly to inquiries for information from the media and citizens. The need for full 

implementation of the RA Law on Freedom of Information was further emphasized 

during the state of emergency, especially when the activity of the media was 

restricted. Providing information in a state of emergency, however, has become much 

more problematic, as agencies often simply do not want to provide it. For example, 

Arsen Torosyan, Minister of Health, characterized the journalists' inquiries as absurd. 

Such an approach is definitely not encouraged by the state authorities, as this can give 

rise to reasonable doubts that the Ministry is not transparent and does not want to be 

accountable to the public. 

Taking into account the legal regime of the state of emergency since March 16 and 

quite severe, later a bit relieved media restrictions on publications and reports on the 

pandemic at least during the first month of the period, it can be forseen that in 2021, 

we will have some setbacks in the annual report of human rights organization 

“Freedom House” on the Democracy Index. By the way, in May of this year, in its 

report on the improvement of democracy in post-Soviet countries, the organization 

highly assessed the achievements of Armenia in the last two years in this field. 

Regarding the "Transition Countries 2020" report, the organization stressed that 

Armenia has registered the highest two-year Democracy Score improvement in 

history. 

Definitely, the restrictions on the free access to information and dissemination of 

information by the media and individuals can clearly affect Armenia's reputation in 

future reports by a number of other international organizations. In this context, the 

change in the press freedom index of the well-known international organization 

“Reporters without Borders” may be interesting. Both in 2019 and 2020, Armenia was 

in the 61st place. According to the results of 2018, Armenia made progress by 19 

points, rising from the 80th place of 2017 to the 61st place.  

https://hetq.am/hy/article/117242
https://armenpress.am/arm/news/1014395/
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Global experience also shows that governments of various non-democratic countries 

have often tried to use and continue to use the combat against the pandemic to restrict 

the freedom of speech of local, independent, and oppositional media and opponents.   

It is worth noting that the restriction of media activities in Armenia is a very adverse 

precedent, and the consequences of this will long impact the Armenian media. 
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