
 
 

What should we do to prevent the crime of sexual harassment 
from becoming a tool to silence victims and media organizations? 

 
Arta for Media and Development 

21 April 2020 
 
North Press Agency recently published a controversial report on sexual harassment cases 
inside some media institutions in north-east Syria. But due to the importance and sensitivity of 
this topic, we believe the way the report tackled the issue was not very professional. The quality 
of the report and the fuss it stirred, whether intentionally or not, has caused harm to 
independent media outlets in the region, and to female and male media workers in these 
institutions. Yet it is a chance to talk about this issue seriously. 
 
We are not here to criticize the report or the way it was dealt with by the agency (even though 
there is a lot to be said in this regard). Rather, the intention is to open the door for a serious and 
constructive discussion on some essential points related to this important topic, on the 
journalistic, institutional, legal and social levels. 
 
Journalistically 
 
One of the most important professional and ethical principles of journalism is the journalistic 
duty of care. This includes objectivity, accuracy, honesty, responsibility, and respect for people's 
and places' privacy. Journalistic responsibility includes thinking about the consequences of a 
media product and not intentionally offending or causing harm to others. Journalists should not 
contribute to spreading violence and fear or fuel conflicts. It also includes protecting the identity 
of sources of information if revealing it may put them at risk, especially when addressing socially 
and legally complex issues such as sexual harassment. 
 
Sometimes it is not enough to change or not mention the name of the source or of the accused 
to hide their identity. It is equally not enough to listen to a few examples and testimonies from 
one side to reach generalized conclusions that could have catastrophic consequences. 
Journalistic work requirements, such as tight deadlines, the quest for scoops and investigations, 
should never be a reason to ignore these essential principles. 
 

 



 

When dealing with victims of violence, crime, war or conflicts, journalists must, first and 
foremost, think about the effect of raising the issue on the victims themselves. Are they 
psychologically prepared to openly talk about the issue? Are they ready to confront the 
audience, society or those who committed the crime against them? Are they aware of the risks 
they could face if they talked? 
 
Professional journalists also know that traumatized victims, even though we should sympathize 
with them, are not always reliable sources of information. This is because their psychological 
conditions, or even their desire for justice or vengeance, may impact their accuracy and 
credibility in giving information. Even when they are honest, victims may sometimes exaggerate 
things to win our sympathy. (We hope this will not be hastily misunderstood as understating the 
problem of sexual harassment or questioning the right of its victims to speak out and talk about 
it.) 
 
For these reasons, journalism has developed fundamental tools to convey stories and 
information objectively and accurately. These include protecting sources, information 
verification, matching sources, the right of reply, among other basics of journalism. 
 
The independence of the media and of journalists is another important principle in journalism. 
Media outlets and media workers should not be used as tools by the authorities and political 
powers to settle scores or defame individuals or institutions. The methods of obtaining 
information are therefore no less important than the information itself. Professional journalists 
should alway ask themselves: Why does this source want to tell me this information now? What 
is their interest in it? (We do not refer here to the victims of sexual harassment, because their 
interest is clear – that their cause is recognized and the perpetrators are held to account. 
Rather, we refer to state and non-state actors who release information they possess about 
individuals and institutions for other purposes). 
 
Institutionally 
 
Any institution (media or otherwise) that respects itself and its workers has a duty to develop 
clear policies to guarantee that its employees are able to file complaints related to harassment 
and mistreatment against any other employee or manager in a way that protects their rights and 
guarantees their privacy and dignity. 
 
Institutions also have an obligation to set up practical mechanisms to guarantee that internal 
complaints are dealt with swiftly and seriously. They have a duty to hold the perpetrator to 
account in a strict and just way in accordance with a clear penal code. These mechanism 
should include the investigation process, identifying the persons who should look into 
complaints and their neutrality, a scale of punishment policy, documentation, and notifying the 
concerned authorities if needed. 
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Additionally, institutions have a duty to raise the awareness of their employees about their rights 
and duties, and encourage them to practice those rights and duties. This includes publicizing 
and discussing internal policies among all employees, as well as organizing regular workshops 
on how to apply them. 
 
To this end, we publish in the appendix below all the internal policies of Arta for Media and 
Development concerning sexual harassment, in the hope that this will help other local 
institutions develop similar policies, and motivate experts to help us further develop our policies. 
 
Legally 
 
Sexual harassment is a crime punishable (or should be punishable) by law. Therefore, the most 
appropriate place to deal with sexual harassment cases is the courts, not journalism. 
 
But to achieve that, there must be a fair and strict judicial system in which sexual harassment 
cases are taken seriously. This requires developing effective mechanisms to enable women to 
file complaints against harassers in a way that protects their privacy and dignity and prevents 
stigmatization and stereotyping. There are many experiences in other countries around the 
world to learn from (although most countries have shortcomings in this regard and do not take 
sexual harassment very seriously). 
 
The Autonomous Administration in north-east Syria also has an obligation to guarantee that its 
institutions (security, military, civilian or media) do not misuse the information that they possess 
about individuals or institutions for purposes other than those stated as reasons to obtain such 
information. This requires clear standards in a modern media law, and holding those who violate 
them to account strictly and neutrally. 
 
Before and after that, fighting sexual harassment requires societal awareness about the 
meaning and forms of sexual harassment, bullying, and the culture of blaming the victim. It also 
requires raising awareness about the psychological and social effects of sexual harassment on 
its victims, their families and their communities. Civil society organizations, particularly those 
concerned with gender issues and women's rights; undoubtedly have a major role to play in this 
regard. 
 
Unfortunately, sexual harassment continues to exist in many societies, not only inside media 
organizations in north-east Syria. Tackling the issue from this narrow angle gives wrong 
impressions and dwarves the problem. It also opens the door for exploiting this issue for 
revenge and settling personal, professional and political scores, or to silence opponents and 
rivals. 
 
Oftentimes, dealing with sensitive and complex issues such as sexual harassment in a hasty or 
wrong manner contributes to trivializing them or limiting them to individual cases or certain 
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institutions, instead of dealing with them as bigger social problems that must be addressed and 
confronted collectively by all those concerned. 
 
Appendix - Arta’s policies on sexual harassment 
 
Arta takes sexual harassment extremely seriously, and it is keen to make every effort to prevent 
sexual harassment and to discipline those found culpable in coordination with local authorities. 
 
Arta’s Human Resources Policy, which is handed to all employees when signing the work 
contract, contains the two following clauses: 
 

«Disciplinary layoff will be enforced in one of the following cases: 
9. If an employee assaulted a colleague or a guest during work or because of work, 
including sexual harassment.» 
 
«The management can override the above-mentioned scale of punishment and impose an 
immediate punishment if the damage caused by the violation is very significant, according 
to the management's assessment, or in one of the following cases: 
3. If an employee assaulted a colleague or a guest during work or because of work, 
including sexual harassment.» 

 
Arta’s Code of Conduct, which is handed to all employees when signing the work contract, also 
contains a clause on sexual harassment: 
 

«Arta for Media and Development seeks to create a work environment where all employees 
are treated with respect and dignity, regardless of their race, sex or background. Arta does 
not tolerate any behavior by any employee or manager toward another employee, during or 
outside work hours, that is intended to annoy, harass, disrespect or treat them 
inappropriately. 
 
Annoyance is defined as any offensive word or behavior aimed at hurting someone or 
disrespecting them, or causes them extreme annoyance or makes them feel unable to do 
their work properly. Harassment is defined as any word or behavior that violates someone’s 
privacy and dignity, especially words and actions of sexual nature. 
 
In case any employee felt annoyed or harassed by a colleague or a manager and the 
problem is not resolved through unofficial channels, the person should reach out to the HR 
Manager. The management will then take the appropriate actions against the offender, in 
accordance with Arta’s Policies & Procedures Manual.» 

 
Last but not least, Arta’s Gender Policy, which was developed two years ago, has an entire 
section on sexual harassment: 
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«Arta does not tolerate sexual harassment. The Code of Conduct include a clear clause on 
sexual harassment. 
 
The management guarantees a mechanism for filing complaints that protects the 
complainer's secrecy and privacy. It also guarantees the existence of penal policies, and 
taking the appropriate measures in accordance with these policies. 
 
Harassment is any word or behavior that violates someone's privacy and dignity, especially 
words, gestures and actions of sexual nature that cause inconvenience, insult, threat or 
objectification. Sexual harassment is a form of sexual violence and is not the fault of the 
person harassed or assaulted. The latter is absolutely not responsible for it, regardless of 
their behavior or appearance, which must not be used by the harasser as a pretext to justify 
harassment. 
 
Common types of harassment: 

 
● Staring or looking inappropriately at someone’s body or certain parts of their body in a 

way that makes them feel irritated or violated. 
  

● Moves, expressions and sounds of sexual nature that make someone feel 
uncomfortable and violated. 
  

● Inappropriate comments on someone’s body or clothing.  
  

● Sending pictures, messages, videos or texts of sexual nature to another person without 
their consent.  
  

● Touching, grabbing or getting too close to someone in a way that violates their privacy 
and makes them feel uncomfortable.  
  

● Nudity or showing intimate parts of the body in front of someone else for sexual 
purposes without their consent. 
  

● Chasing or stalking someone in a way that makes them feel disturbed or threatened, 
including insistence on asking them out despite their repeated rejection. 
  

● Unwanted attention, such as interfering in someone’s work or affairs for sexual purposes 
in a way that makes them feel annoyed or threatened, despite repeated rejection of such 
attention.  
  

● Carrot and stick tactics, such as asking the person to perform certain duties, or offering 
them certain benefits and services, for sexual purposes, including overt or covert threats 
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that the person could lose their job or rights if they did not respond to those sexual 
requests. 

 
All complaints concerning sexual harassment should be sent to the HR Manager, who will 
propose to the management to take disciplinary procedures or appropriate punishment, in 
accordance with the Penal Code contained in the Policies and Procedures Manual. 
 
If the complaint is against someone who is higher than the HR Manager, it should be 
directly referred to the Board of Directors, which will deal with the complaint in an 
emergency meeting and take appropriate actions in accordance with the Penal Code 
contained in the Policies and Procedures Manual.» 
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