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El Salvador: Smear campaigns and threats against journalists and women human rights
defenders

Smear campaigns, threats and online harassment against several journalists and women human
rights defenders, including Mariana Belloso, Bessy Rios, and Karen Fernandez, have intensified
in the last month since the new government took office in the beginning of June 2019. All of these
journalists had previously expressed concerns about possible adverse human rights impacts of the
new “plan de control territorial’.

Mariana Belloso is a journalist who works for the newspaper La Prensa Grafica. She received an
award for journalistic excellence in 2017 and writes opinion columns about political and economic
issues in El Salvador.

Bessy Rios is a jurist and human rights defender who is known in El Salvador for her use of social
media to promote women’s rights, sexual diversity, freedom of expression, as well as the
strengthening of democracy in the country. She is an expert on feminism and gives lectures about
the topic.

Karen Fernandez is a journalist for the program FOCOS, which focuses on national political
issues and denounces human rights violations in El Salvador.

On 1 July 2019, the new President of El Salvador, Nayib Bukele, publicly criticised the work of
several journalists who are denouncing the new security policy of the government, the “plan de
control territorial’, which seeks to increase police and military presence in the streets in some
regions of the country.

On 30 June 2019, Maria Belloso wrote an opinion column called “o conmigo o contra mi” (either
with me or against me), in which she criticised how freedom of expression is being hampered in El
Salvador by continuous online attacks and harassment. After the column was published, public
figures_that are close to the president referred to her as “trash of journalism”. This was followed by
a wave of online harassment against her from anonymous accounts. On 11 July 2019, her Twitter
account was deactivated for three days after a tweet regarding gangs in EL Salvador.

On 28 June 2019, during an interview for the program ‘Republica SV”, the journalist Karen
Fernandez shared her opinion about the “plan de control territorial”: the journalist pointed out
similarities between the discourse justifying the repressive measures that the new government is
implementing and the discourse used by previous governments. In addition, she expressed
concern about the conditions that people deprived of liberty will experience in the framework of the
plan. After the interview, President Nayib Bukele retweeted some parts of the interview, taking
them out of context, which started a wave of insults and sexual threats by fake and anonymous
Twitter accounts.

This is not the first time that Karen Fernandez faces online harassment; in August 2018 she
received insults and misogynistic comments after an interview with the current vice-president. The
lawyer and woman human rights defender Claudia Ortiz was also attacked on social networks for
expressing the same concern about possible human rights violations in the framework of the “plan
de control territorial”.
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On 25 June 2019, journalist Bessy Rios addressed Guillermo Gallegos from the GANA party on
national television after he referred to human rights defenders as defenders of gang members. She
demanded an end to this narrative criminalising human rights defenders. That same day, a number
of anonymous twitter accounts attacked the defender associating her with illegal groups, blaming
her for criminal acts, and threatened to kill her.

Front Line Defenders remains concerned that instead of condemning these attacks against
journalists, government officials encourage them through tweets and offensive remarks. We remain
extremely worried that in the case of women journalists, these threats are often accompanied by
misogynistic, sexist and degrading remarks. It is particularly worrying when heads of states and
public officials make use of their visibility and authority to publicly discredit journalists and human
rights defenders and their work, as this generates an adverse and possibly more dangerous
climate for those who practice these professions. Public officials are subject to a greater public
scrutiny and have a greater responsibility over their discourse and its impact.

Front Line Defenders urges the government of El Salvador to:

1. Carry out an immediate, thorough and impartial investigation into the anonymous tweets
attacking and threatening Karen Fernandez, Bessy Rios and others, with a view to
publishing the results and bringing those responsible to justice in accordance with
international standards;

2. Refrain from publicly discrediting human rights defenders and journalists for exercising their
right to freedom of expression and opinion;

3. Take all necessary measures to prevent hate speech and online violence against human
rights defenders and journalists in El Salvador;

4. Guarantee in all circumstances that human rights defenders and journalists, are able to
carry out their legitimate human rights activities without fear of reprisals and free of all
restrictions including judicial harassment.

Front Line Defenders respectfully reminds you that the United Nations Declaration on the Right
and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect
Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, adopted by consensus by the
UN General Assembly on 9 December 1998, recognises the legitimacy of the activities of human
rights defenders, their right to freedom of association and to carry out their activities without fear of
reprisals. We would particularly draw attention to Article 6 (b and c): “Everyone has the right,
individually and in association with others: (b) As provided for in human rights and other applicable
international instruments, freely to publish, impart or disseminate to others views, information and
knowledge on all human rights and fundamental freedoms; (c) To study, discuss, form and hold
opinions on the observance, both in law and in practice, of all human rights and fundamental
freedoms and, through these and other appropriate means, to draw public attention to those
matters”, and to Article 12 (1 and 2): “(1) Everyone has the right, individually and in association
with others, to participate in peaceful activities against violations of human rights and fundamental
freedoms. (2) The State shall take all necessary measures to ensure the protection by the
competent authorities of everyone, individually and in association with others, against any
violence, threats, retaliation, de facto or de jure adverse discrimination, pressure or any other
arbitrary action as a consequence of his or her legitimate exercise of the rights referred to in the
present Declaration.

Please inform us of any actions that may be taken with regard to the above case.
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Yours sincerely,
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Andrew Anderson
Executive Director
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