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Abstract

Journalists in many countries are now working in a climate of fear. Bulgaria, a
member of the European Union is no exception. This poster is based on qualitative
research into safety of journalists in Bulgaria, a country with increasing levels of
violence against media workers. It is rated with the lowest score for media freedom
among EU states in the latest Press Freedom Index, owing to a widespread corruption
and collusion between media, politicians and local oligarchs (RWB, 2020). Interviews
with thirty-one Bulgarian journalists were conducted in 2009 and the findings showed
that many journalists were facing dangerous challenges and threats to their lives,
especially when they conducted in-depth investigations or reported on corruption. The
majority of journalists in the sample expressed deep frustration with the inability or
unwillingness of the Bulgarian state to: address the issue of impunity; to recognise the
attacks against journalists as legitimate and serious threats to media freedom; and to
convict the perpetrators of such crimes. Other studies have shown that the ‘politics of
impunity’ has become a well-used ‘political tool’ by the state and state sponsored
actors to silence independent journalism and encourage self-censorship (Harrison and
Pukallus, 2018). The poster will focus on the lessons learnt from the first-hand
experience of Bulgarian journalists on safety, violence, threats, and the impact of
impunity on their everyday practice. To illustrate more current developments in the
field of safety of journalists in Bulgaria, the paper will present three in-depth case
studies about the work of three experienced investigative journalists - Rossen Bossev,
Genka Shikerova and Ruslan Trad. Research was conducted in 2019 and the case
studies will compare and illustrate the challenges that Bulgarian journalists face
today, namely judicial persecution, physical and psychological harassment, unfair
dismissal and online abuse. The research shows that the threats against journalists
have evolved into sophisticated forms of legal and online violence, and intimidation
aimed at diminishing Bulgarian journalists’ and the public’s right to freedom of
expression.
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