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Covid-19 has killed more than two million people
worldwide and the consequences of the pandemic
have left scars in countries around the globe.
In a webinar series, international experts explored
how vulnerable communities are particularly affected
by the pandemic, how they respond to the crisis and
build resilience.
The spread of the virus has slowed down and reshaped commercial, educational and social life – and the social and economical long-term impact has yet
to be evaluated.
However, it is already evident that the crisis has further exacerbated social
inequalities around the world. Covid-19 mortality rates are higher in socially
disadvantaged populations – their access to health care is severely limited in
many regions, and they are hit harder by the social and economic effects.
Preventive measures like social distancing are impossible in environments like
prisons or refugee camps, but also in densely populated informal settlements
like the favelas in Brazil or South African townships where people live in close
contact with each other. Such places turn into breeding grounds for the virus
to spread particularly quickly, while those affected often lack the means to
sufficiently protect themselves.
Most people‘s lives and work have been affected by the pandemic. While
men are affected by higher Covid-19 fatality rates, lockdowns have greater
social and economic consequences for women in general. Domestic violence
has also risen during the crisis, while victims of aggression are less able to
get help than before. Journalists and social movements that draw attention
to grievances must also adapt their activities and security protocols in the
pandemic.
The top-down crisis responses of governments around the world often fail
to address the specific vulnerabilities, needs and demands of at-risk communities. To analyse local strategies to counter the crisis, the think tank
BuzzingCities Lab organised the webinar series “Community-led Crisis Response. Covid-19 Resilience Tools, Strategies and Lessons from the Pandemic”
that took place within the Bosch Alumni Network between September and
November 2020.
In five digital debates, international experts, practitioners and participants
with diverse backgrounds explored how vulnerable communities are particularly affected by the pandemic and developed crisis response tools and
tactics to alleviate the social, economic and health impact on the ground.

Online
Activities 2020
by members of the Bosch Alumni Network
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Hosts
Julia Jaroschewski
Investigative Journalist, Founder BuzzingCities Lab
Sonja Peteranderl
Editor Foreign Desk Der Spiegel, Founder BuzzingCities Lab
Julia Jaroschewski

Speakers
Christina Clemm
Criminal Defense Attorney, Lawyer for Victims of Domestic
Violence, Author (“AktenEinsicht” – Stories of Women and
Violence), Germany

Sonja Peteranderl

ElsaMarie D‘Silva
Founder & CEO Red Dot Foundation/Safecity, India
Alicia Fernández
Photographer and Videographer, Ciudad Juárez, Mexico
Andrea Goetzke
Cultural producer and Curator, Germany

ElsaMarie D‘Silva

Florencia Goldsman
Ciberfeministas Guatemala, Dominemos la Tecnología,
Ciberseguras, Guatemala
Haluka Maier-Borst
Data Journalist, News Developer for rbb and others,
Berlin, Germany

Arturo Morell

Arturo Morell
Founder of the Prison Initiative Un Grito de Libertad, Mexico
Johann Nadela
Founder and Executive Director IDUCARE, Philippines
Megha Phansalkar
Urban Regional Planner and Social Entrepreneur, India

Megha Phansalkar

Rosita Rijtano
Journalist La Via Libera, Libera – Association against
Mafia and
Corruption, Italy
Michele Silva
Co-Founder and Executive Coordinator Jornal Fala Roça, Brazil
Andalusia Knoll Soloff
Frontline Freelance Mexico Coordinator, Multimedia Journalist,
Mexico City, Mexico

Michele Silva

Dr. Eniola Anuoluwapo Soyemi
Max Weber Fellow European University Institute, Nigeria

Alexander Vergara
Activist, Filmmaker, Musician, Chile/Germany

Dr. Eniola Anuoluwapo Soyemi
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Key Findings
Vulnerable groups like residents of informal settlements, prison inmates or women affected by domestic
violence worldwide are struggling with similar challenges in response to the pandemic.
How can grievances be detected, monitored and analysed? How are community
initiatives trying to mitigate the consequences of the crisis? What role does
technology play here? And how could new approaches, initiatives and networks
contribute to long-term structural improvements?
Some recommendations and key insights from the digital discussions with
affected people, community organizers, experts, and practitioners in Latin
America, Europe, Asia, and Africa show how local initiatives can successfully
mitigate the impact of the pandemic on the ground not only by adapting
existing networks and forms of community organisation to the new challenges,
but also by using new technologies.
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Closed Spaces: How Prisons and Inmates fight the Crisis
Domestic Violence: How Women struggle during Covid-19 Lockdowns
Urban Resilience: How vulnerable Communities counter the Pandemic
How Activists and Protest Movements deal with the Crisis
Reporting from the Frontline: How Journalists cover the Pandemic
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SPEAKERS:
Rosita Rijtano
Journalist La Via Libera,
Libera – Association
against Mafia and
Corruption, Italy
Arturo Morell
Founder Prison Initiative
Un Grito de Libertad,
Mexico

Closed Spaces:
How Prisons and Inmates fight the Crisis
Prisons worldwide have been transformed into corona
hotspots during the pandemic – and in many countries
medical care for inmates is inadequate. The often harsh
and cramped living conditions inside prisons favor the
spread of the virus, and in regions such as Latin America,
prisons are also chronically overcrowded.
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), prisoners are more
susceptible to infections because they live in close proximity to one another,
have a greater underlying burden of disease and worse health conditions than
the general population, and frequently face greater exposure to risks such as
smoking, poor hygiene and weak immune defenses due to stress, poor nutrition or existing diseases.
Even before the pandemic, the number of mental health disorders among
prisoners have exceeded that of the general population – new lockdown rules
now exacerbate the mental burden. Many institutions have temporarily restricted
social life and halted programs like leisure, education, group therapy and
other workshops. Visiting bans are intended to prevent or reduce the entry of
Covid-19 into prisons, but they deprive the inmates of important social
support during an especially stressful, challenging time.
# Databases monitored by independent organisations can make trends and
hotspots in prisons more transparent.
Medical care for detainees and access to testing are limited, and official
figures often do not reflect the reality on the ground. The collection and
visualization of available data on Covid-19 infections and deaths by independent organisations can at least begin to provide a picture of the situation
and insights into hotspots and trends.
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Independent data projects like the US-American platform The Marshall Project
have been tracking how many people are infected and killed by Covid-19 in
prisons and how widely it has spread across the country and within each
state. Information provided by family members and inmates should be crossreferenced with official data, as investigative research is necessary to uncover
blind spots and misstatements.
# The health crisis reveals the need for prison reform. Problems like overcrowding have to be addressed beyond the pandemic.

“The issue of
overcrowded cells
is far from being
resolved”

Prisons around the world could be relieved by releasing people in poor health,
prisoners who pose no danger, those convicted only of minor offenses or not
yet at all. The crisis highlights the problem of preventive arrests that are not
related to violent crimes – Brazil has the world’s third highest prison population and 40 percent of those incarcerated are detained under provisional
arrests.
According to Rosita Rijtano, a journalist at La Via Libera, the magazine of the
Libera association against mafias and corruption in Italy, the Italian prison
population fell by an average of 158 people per day from March to April 2020,
while from April to May 2020 the decline was 77 people per day on average.
Nevertheless, the occupancy level has not gone down below 107 percent.
“The issue of overcrowded cells is far from being resolved”, she says. Many
Mexican prisons also allow early release for vulnerable prisoners like the
elderly, but because the courts had to close, many pending trial decisions
came to a halt and those affected had to remain in prison.
Similarly, the US-American Prison Policy Initiative warned that by September
2020 “the initial efforts to reduce jail populations have slowed, while the
small drops in state prison populations are still too little to save lives”. The
policy tracker of the Prison Policy Initiative is monitoring which state and local
governments are committing to strategies like early releases, reduced admissions, and necessary reforms to prevent the spread of Covid-19 in prisons and
jails. Such tools can document progress or the lack thereof – and help put
pressure on the decision makers.

“People are
totally
depressed”

# Digital, educational and recreational offerings can at least partially compensate for the limited contact prisoners must endure during the pandemic,
but there are many fundamental barriers to such initiatives.
Educational and recreational opportunities in everyday prison life can contribute to resocialization. But during the pandemic, community projects like the
Mexican theatre and arts initiative Un Grito de Libertad were banned from
entering prisons. “People are totally depressed”, says Arturo Morell, the founder of the initiative. He is convinced that it will be difficult to resume projects
of a certain scale for a long time: “Social projects therefore need to think
strategically about how they can develop new strategies and approaches for
the new normal. For example, by qualifying prison staff so they can directly
work with the inmates or by using technology as a means of communication
and education.”
The corona crisis has emphasized the importance of additional digital services.
“Banning of visitors to protect the setting from Covid-19 may result in violence,
so other measures that facilitate non-contact visits, such as the introduction
of video conferencing for example Skype, should be considered”, the World
Health Organization recommends. The Heidering Prison in Berlin, Germany,
runs the pilot project “Resocialization through Digitization” and allows prisoners
6

to use tablets, e-mail addresses and Wi-Fi. During the pandemic, new video
visitation rooms were set up in all prisons the week before Easter 2020, making
video calls possible via Skype during the lockdown.
However, the challenges for introducing technical infrastructure and programs
in prisons are tremendous: Among other things, devices must only be used
for limited purposes, such as for training, accessing an offline encyclopedia,
submitting internal documents or restricted e-mail traffic. Prisons must set up
services in a way that does not allow free access to the Internet.
# The often populist debate surrounding how prisons have been affected by
the pandemic also shows that it is central to break down stereotypes and
provide a more accurate picture of conditions in prisons.

“Many people
believe that
resources should be
spent on society
rather than, say,
fighting the
pandemic in
prisons”

The debate about prisons and the needs of inmates require a reframing. “It
was already difficult to raise public awareness of inmate issues before the crisis, and now it‘s even worse”, says Arturo Morell from Mexico. “Many people
believe that resources should be spent on society rather than, say, fighting
the pandemic in prisons. We need to push harder to ensure that resources are
actually used in prisons.”
In Italy, the public debate about the spread of Covid-19 in prisons was also
overshadowed by fear, panic and propaganda, analyst Rosita Rijtano observes.
“We received many comments that said prisoners don‘t deserve support –
they deserve to die,” Rijtano recalls. “One of the most difficult challenges in
the beginning was to deal with the flood of misinformation.”
Italy‘s government had temporarily placed 376 inmates that were declared as
mafia bosses and drug dealers under house arrest to prevent the spread of
coronavirus in prisons. The public perceived this as the government releasing
high-profile mafia bosses. However, according to Rijtano, only four of these
individuals were classified as mafia bosses from a legal perspective; 253 still
had pending trials.

© Dev Asangbam/Unsplash
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SPEAKERS:
Christina Clemm
Criminal Defense
Attorney, Lawyer for
Victims of Domestic
Violence, Author
(„AktenEinsicht“ – Stories
of Women and Violence),
Germany
ElsaMarie D‘Silva
Founder & CEO Red Dot
Foundation/Safecity,
India
Florencia Goldsman
Ciberfeministas
Guatemala/Dominemos
la tecnología/Ciberseguras, Guatemala

Domestic Violence: How Women struggle
during Covid-19 Lockdowns
Domestic abuse, which predominantly affects women
and girls, has risen worldwide during the pandemic.
Victims are trapped at home with their abusers during
global lockdowns, where stress factors like financial
worries and cramped living conditions might increase
aggressive behavior.
“Sexual harassment and other forms of violence against women continue
to occur on streets, in public spaces and online”, UN Women warns. According
to the organisation, one in three women experienced physical or sexual violence – mostly by their partner – even before the pandemic began. Emerging
data documents an increase in calls to domestic violence helplines in many
countries since the outbreak of Covid-19, while in some regions, resources
and efforts have been diverted from response efforts protecting women from
violence to immediate Covid-19 relief. Women‘s limited ability to leave the
house and seek help has made support strategies a challenge. Organisations
must find new – also digital – ways to engage and support victims.
# More funding is crucial to ensure a good support structure for victims of
domestic violence – not just during the pandemic.
There is now more public discussion about domestic violence in the context
of the corona crisis. According to Christina Clemm, a German criminal defense
lawyer and representative of victims of sexual violence, there is still a lack of
financial resources and sufficiently staffed support structures for victims of
domestic violence in Germany. The existing counselling services and shelters
are dedicated and professional, but they are completely overburdened and
underfunded even outside of pandemic times, observes Clemm.
An investigation undertaken by Buzzfeed News Germany in cooperation with
Correctiv.Lokal revealed that women’s shelters in Germany lack thousands of
beds according to criteria by the Council of Europe and the Istanbul Convention, in which Germany has committed itself to better protecting women
8

from violence. The pandemic has exacerbated demand in 2020: “More than
every fourth staff member says that more women sought shelter than in the
previous year.” The investigation warns that individual shelters had to turn
away dozens, sometimes even hundreds of women last year.
Indian gender-based violence expert ElsaMarie D’Silva has started a Change.org
petition to put pressure on the government to take up the matter of domestic
violence with urgency: “Domestic violence prevention services should be classified as essential, as women will need to use these services during lockdowns
related to Covid-19 as well as in other emergency situations”, she says. Employers must also consider the risk of domestic as well as digital violence to guarantee a safe workspace despite the shift to working in home offices.

“More than every
fourth staff member
says that more
women sought
shelter than in the
previous year”

In the pandemic, women who suffer from domestic abuse are less able to seek
help. Many victims have no way to make phone calls without the perpetrator
noticing. By restricting school, children have had to stay home, forcing women
to stay home caring for them and leaving them even more isolated than before.
Abused women usually do not immediately turn to the police, but even normal
visits to the doctor and conversations with friends or colleagues when picking
up children at school have been eliminated. According to Christina Clemm,
affected women are often not aware of the existing support structures.
# Affected persons and their networks must know who they can turn to
– services should be streamlined and communicated more intentionally
during the pandemic.
The existing support services have to be marketed online, in traditional media
as well as on social media sites. Additionally, these services should be advertised in public spaces and on public transport to reach affected persons, their
peers and witnesses. Helplines need to be expanded, streamlined and broadly
communicated. ElsaMarie D’Silva remarks that it is crucial to standardise fragmented helpline systems. For example, India has multiple helplines in different
cities, which makes them difficult to remember and therefore to access.
Programs that provide immediate on-site assistance should be expanded during the pandemic globally. In Spain, Greece, France, Belgium, the Netherlands
and Germany, pharmacies are supposed to call the police as soon as a woman
mentions the code word “mask 19”. In Belgium, they are even allowed to pass
the customer‘s data directly to the authorities. Germany plans to extend the
pilot project to hairdressers and doctors.
Germany has already been using a similar campaign against sexual harassment
for several years. If a woman turns to staff in bars or clubs with the question
“Is Luisa there?” she indicates that she is being harassed by a male guest,
sexually attacked or that she feels uncomfortable in a situation. If possible, in
a quiet room such as a back room, the service staff decides together with the
woman how to proceed, discussing options like leaving the club, informing her
circle of friends, calling a cab, or alerting the police. Flyers and posters in the
participating locations point out the code word and procedure on-site.
Lawyer Christina Clemm suggests that domestic violence help hotlines should
be printed on every receipt of larger supermarket chains to reach everybody.
In Germany, campaigns are also calling on witnesses of domestic violence to
act. Domestic violence prevention organisation Weißer Ring is trying to encourage people to speak up to prevent assaults, through poster and TV campaigns
advertising the organisation’s emergency number, as well as the hashtag campaign #machdichlaut (“speak up”). Another campaign in subway stations and
metro waggons calls on witnesses not to look the other way, but to alert the
police directly in the event of domestic violence.
9

# Emergency support services, shelters and other initiatives should expand
their digital services.
New communication channels via website forms, e-mail and WhatsApp need
to be added to existing telephone and counselling services. Many help centers
around the world have already added or expanded their digital services during
the pandemic and many initiatives are experimenting with creative approaches
to reach affected women despite the lockdown.
The Colombian digital initiative #NosotrasHablamos asks women in acute
emergencies or after rapes to use the hashtag #VendoMaquillaje (“I sell
makeup”) in social networks such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram and to
also write down their name and address. Volunteers search the networks for
such keywords and then link the victims with official help centers. In Ecuador,
the Federación de Mujeres de Sucumbíos women‘s support center has even
set up an emoji code system. Women can send a text or WhatsApp message
containing a specific set of emojis to alert the center to an emergency.
The code remains inconspicuous even if partners control the women‘s devices
or if the women do not have their cell phone and have to use the perpetrator‘s
device. New digital formats can also provide support beyond emergencies to
help cope with everyday life: Organisations like the Instituto Municipal de las
Mujeres in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, regularly offer Livestreams on Facebook
related to topics like legal counselling, divorce as well as virtual therapy and
group sessions. Other initiatives experiment with campaigns and debates or
Q&A sessions on Instagram.
ElsaMarie D’Silva’s platform Safecity shows also how the community can get
involved in developing data-based, effective, local strategies countering sexual
and domestic violence. The platform uses crowdsourced data to create awareness on sexual abuse and harassment and identify hotspots and challenges.
# New strategies and programs are needed to combat the rising challenge
of digital violence.

“Harassment
ranges from being
put down for your
opinions, to being
threatened with
violence, to being
besieged by
unwanted
pornographic
images”

According to a global survey by Plan International on experiences with digital violence among 14,000 girls, 58 percent had already experienced online
harassment before the pandemic: “Harassment ranges from being put down
for your opinions, to being threatened with violence, to being besieged by
unwanted pornographic images.” With many stuck at home during the pandemic, people have been spending more of their lives online. As a result, digital
violence seems to rise, as insights from international organisations suggest.
The Mexican collective Frente Nacional para la Sororidad lead by activist
Olimpia Coral documents a rise of reported digital violence cases – reported
incidents have increased from three to five to eight per day in Mexico during
the pandemic. Florencia Goldsman, a member of tech initiatives like Ciberfeministas Guatemala, Dominemos la Tecnología and Ciberseguras, warns that
insults, hostility, and sexual harassment toward feminists and feminist initiatives have also extremely surged during the pandemic. She observes a trend
of targeted disruption of feminist meetings online such as “Zoom bombing” –
where attackers gain access to Zoom discussions and flood the virtual conference rooms with nude pictures and porn or mob and threat those present.
The Latin American feminist networks have been monitoring and mapping
digital violence for ten years and also try to lobby for better policy solutions.
“We don‘t just want to react, we want to proactively design policy and help
10

“We don‘t just want
to react, we want to
proactively design
policy and help
shape the Internet”

shape the Internet”, Goldsman says. Worldwide, more online harassment
prevention strategies and legal frameworks, but also workshops on digital
violence and tech emergency support for victims of domestic and sexual
violence are needed to tackle the new digital challenges. Traditional shelters
and counselling services are overburdened with this issue because they lack
technical skills. “We prepare material that people can download that explains
how to report domestic violence”, Goldsman says. “We also teach people how
to document threats, but also how to protect their phones, computers, and
social media accounts, so they can‘t be monitored or stalked.”
There is still a lack of public attention and understanding of the dimension
and the impact of digital violence in many countries. According to the lawyer
Clemm, digital violence has so far mostly been discussed in the form of hate
speech in Germany – “The fact that digital violence is an extension of intimate
partner violence is not yet so much on the radar of the investigating authorities.”

© Clay Banks/Unsplash
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SPEAKERS:
Michele Silva
Co-Founder and
Executive Coordinator
Jornal Fala Roça, Brazil
Megha Phansalkar
Urban Regional Planner
and Social Entrepreneur,
India
Johann Nadela
Founder and Executive
Director IDUCARE,
Philippines

Urban Resilience: How vulnerable Communities
counter the Pandemic
More than one billion people live in slums or informal
settlements worldwide, characterized by insecure property rights, low-quality housing, limited basic services
and poor sanitation. In these cramped living spaces
with widespread poverty and limited access to public
services like water, it is almost impossible to maintain
anti-corona measures such as curfews, hygiene or social
distance.
The coronavirus has spread rapidly in many neglected urban communities
worldwide – while residents have only limited access to medical care, many
also work in the informal sector and have lost their jobs or part of their
income. Problems such as excessive police violence within these territories
continue during the pandemic.
In India alone, more than 65 million people live in slums, many migrated from
rural areas to the cities to earn a livelihood and work in the informal sector or
in factories and their income was severely hurt during the lockdown. Thousands
walked back to rural areas during the pandemic – which also had a snowball
impact on the spread of the virus.
# Community organisations had to restructure their activities and new
networks have emerged delivering a fast, local emergency response.
Many governments around the world have launched social assistance programmes during the pandemic, but often the aid is not enough and was only
temporary – hurdles such as language barriers, lack of knowledge about aid
services, illiteracy or sometimes the lack of IDs made it even more difficult for
vulnerable residents from informal settlements to participate in those programmes.
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“The government
doesn't pay a lot of
attention, so we had
to find ways how to
protect ourselves
against the virus”

“People with HIV
had difficulties
getting into the
clinic for regular
refills of antiviral
drugs”

Community initiatives in informal settlements all over the world have formed
Corona task forces, whose volunteers set up crowdfunding campaigns and
went from house to house to distribute disinfectants or food packages to families in need. “The health crisis reflects the inequalities in Brazil – we already
had all these problems before the pandemic, but it is getting worse now”,
Michele Silva, Co-Founder and Executive Coordinator of the Jornal Fala Roça
of the favela of Rocinha in Rio de Janeiro says. “The government doesn't pay
a lot of attention, so we had to find ways how to protect ourselves against the
virus.”
Jornal Fala Roça is now part of 35 favela organisations that provide services
to residents in need – they have already collected and delivered 400 tons of
food. The network consisting of journalists, activists and community initiatives
of all sorts also tries to call out grievances to force the government to act.
For particularly vulnerable groups such as drug addicts in the Philippines,
who are criminalized by the government, the lockdown posed a dangerous
health risk. The peer-to-peer organisation IDUCARE normally provides support to drug users in their drop-in centers, offering clean needles and medical
consultation as well as organized outreach activities in informal settlements.
But the pandemic made lots of these services and interventions impossible.
“People with HIV had difficulties getting into the clinic for regular refills of antiviral drugs”, says Johann Nadela, Founder and Executive Director of IDUCARE.
“Also if drug users don't have access to syringes, they share them again and
are at risk to contract diseases.”
The organisation had to reorganise their support system from scratch: Outreach managers brought the medicine to the homes of the people, IDUCARE
also used the delivery app Lalamove to deliver medicine and other goods.
A text message referral system helped to direct clients to other partner organisations or providers in their proximity, while consultations with doctors were
also made available online.
# Gathering transparency on Covid-19-infections in informal settlements is
a challenge – community-based data projects and crowdsourcing can help
to close this gap.
Many informal settlements do not have sufficient access to health care, in
some cases the residents are not officially registered – many corona infections remain invisible. Local community organisations in Brazilian favelas like
the media platform Voz das Comunidades in Rio de Janeiro have introduced
Covid-19 news bulletins and other regularly updated services for citizens like
“Covid-19 nas Favelas”, a data visualization platform which breaks down
corona deaths and infections by favela.
More than 20 favela organisations and initiatives across different parts of Rio
de Janeiro’s Metropolitan Region have also teamed up in July 2020 to combat
the underreporting of cases and close the data gap together: Catalytic Communities’ “Painel Unificador Covid-19 Nas Favelas do Rio de Janeiro” (Covid-19 in Favelas Unified Dashboard) counts official corona statistics as well as
self-declared cases of inhabitants every week, covering more than 185 favelas.
The self-declared cases are recorded through a diagnostic platform where
citizens evaluate their symptoms and are then divided into three groups according to the severity of the symptoms – the medium and high-risk cases appear
on the panel.
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# Local fact checking campaigns are required to counter disinformation and
to spread healthcare education.
Many inhabitants of informal settlements do not have the opportunity to isolate themselves socially, some even lack access to water to wash their hands
or cannot afford sanitizer – but a lack of knowledge about preventive measures also favours the spread of the virus. Communities that have little education and few media skills are particularly vulnerable to Covid-19 disinformation
which can circulate worldwide in the pandemic and pose a dangerous health
risk.
In Brazil, even the President Jair Bolsonaro downplays the risks of corona infections and spreads false information: “There is a lot of disinformation going
around at the moment”, warns Michele Silva of the Jornal Fala Roça in the
favela of Rocinha in Rio de Janeiro. “Many people in the favelas continue their
normal activities, they don't even follow the main rules.”

“If people use a
mask, but one toilet
in a slum is used by
100 people – then
they go to the toilet
and come back with
Covid-19”

Local community sites like Jornal Fala Roça und Voz das Comunidades in Rio
de Janeiro play an important role in educating residents about the pandemic
and informing them about hygiene measures. Not all the citizens have access
to information from the media or the internet. Loudspeakers broadcasting
from vehicles, flyers in local churches or businesses, but also street art became a medium to reach out to the citizens during the pandemic.
However, structural problems cannot be solved with information alone: “If
people use a mask, but one toilet in a slum is used by 100 people – then they
go to the toilet and come back with Covid-19”, criticises the Indian Urban
Regional Planner Megha Phansalkar.
# The lessons learned from the pandemic could serve to prevent future
crises – if local stakeholders are involved to develop integrated programs.
The problems of informal settlements must be addressed beyond the pandemic: “How do we reduce the gap? How do we prevent a future crisis? These
should be the key questions now”, Phansalkar says. Challenges such as access
to sanitation, access to water, hygiene and health services and waste management must be solved.
Local data related to gender, economic income and other aspects is needed
before the response levels can be determined. Decision makers from the communities should be involved in every process of decision-making when planning new strategies and programs – without the communities, the solution
approaches cannot work.
Phansalkar demands that the economic stimulus must also reach vulnerable
communities. In India, for example, skill mapping is already taking place, in
which the skills of the unemployed are evaluated and matched with the needs
of companies or organisations. Female founders in rural areas also demonstrate how local networks can support each other in entrepreneurship.
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SPEAKERS:
Dr. Eniola Anuoluwapo
Soyemi
Max Weber Fellow
European University
Institute, Nigeria
Andrea Goetzke
Cultural Producer and
Curator, Germany
Alexander Vergara
Activist, Filmmaker and
Musician, Chile/Germany

How Activists and Protest Movements deal
with the Crisis
Anti-corona measures such as curfews and protest
bans have paralysed many mass movements such as
Latin America’s women’s protests, global climate protection movements like Fridays for Future and Chile’s
mass protests – at least in the beginning.
On the other hand, the crisis has intensified many existing social problems
and dramatically worsened existing inequalities. In countries like Nigeria or
Chile, people are taking to the streets again despite the corona crisis and are
also protesting online, for example, against police violence or violence against
women. New forms of digital campaigning, organising and crowdfunding arise
– as well as new risks for activists.
# Digital tools have become key for activists to organise in Pandemic times.
Nigeria saw the emergence of the #EndSARS movement in October 2020, the
largest-ever nationwide protest movement for police reform in the country. It
was sparked by a video that went viral documenting how members of the feared Special Anti-Robbery Squad police unit shot a young man and then drove
off in his car. “The movement quickly became the voice of discontent with the
state itself”, says Dr. Eniola Anuoluwapo Soyemi from Nigeria, Max Weber Fellow at the European University Institute. “No police reform is possible when
the police is the arm of a vicious government.”

“The movement
quickly became
the voice of discontent with the state
itself”

While the protests were started locally, on the ground, the political scientist is
convinced that technology like social media allowed the movement to scale to
nationwide protests. The local women’s rights advocacy group Feminist Coalition became a central backbone of the movement, setting up crowdfunding
campaigns, organising and providing legal aid for illegally arrested protesters,
food or water, and verifying and publishing were protests were taking place.
When their Nigerian bank accounts and other payment services related to the
donations for the protests were restricted, the group moved to decentralised
payment platforms and only accepted donations in cryptocurrency (Bitcoin)
using BTC Pay.
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The digital network not just allowed the expat community to jump in and support the protests financially and logistically from abroad – technology was also
central for the founding of the advocacy group itself: “We designed a logo, set
up the website, got some copy assets together, set up our social media, set
up the donation accounts, the request forms, the tracking sheets; Fem Co as
it’s known today, was literally a reality overnight”, the founders describe the
process.
# Increasing digitization is also a risk for activists – they need to upgrade
their digital protections.

“Fem Co as it’s
known today, was
literally a reality
overnight”

The increasing digital organisation and communication makes activists and
participants more vulnerable to being spied on and being tracked down online. Many governments around the world have long used “undercover cyber
agents” to monitor activists in movements like Black Lives Matter or anti-government protests, infiltrating protest movements or creating lists of people
who are then further monitored online or offline. In Brazil, undercover soldiers
even targeted women from the left-wing scene on Tinder.
In the context of the protests in Peru in November 2020, Miguel Morachimo
of the Peruvian digital rights organisation Hiperderecho has also received individual reports of people who suspect that they have begun to be monitored
through platforms like social network profiles or chat groups by people who
they suspect of being undercover agents. Also, the cell phones of the Nigerian
group Feminist Coalition had allegedly been bugged and some citizens who
created WhatsApp groups for the #EndSARS protests were arrested.
# New formats of activism have emerged during the pandemic.
In Mexico, the mass protests of the women‘s movement in the pandemic were
replaced by rather symbolic actions such as the occupation of the human
rights commissions across the country, which generated a lot of attention on
the news and social media.

“Suddenly no one
could go outside to
reclaim the
physical spaces, but
the energy was not
lost”

Activists in Chile and Argentina also coordinated protests via social networks,
with people banging on pots from their windows in lockdown, for example –
to point out political grievances, but partly also to draw attention to their hunger and the lack of government support. Chilean artists also had to find new
ways to continue their protest. “Suddenly no one could go outside to reclaim
the physical spaces, but the energy was not lost”, the activist and filmmaker
Alexander Vergara recalls. “It was beautiful to see how the artistic community
kept on spreading the message on the Internet.” The activism shifted from
broader issues to the concrete goal of a new constitution – in October 2020,
a referendum was held in which Chilean voters overwhelmingly voted to draft
a new constitution.
People‘s Assemblies also played a fundamental role in discussing visions for
the new constitution and other issues in Chile. These meetings of citizens
and initiatives previously held in spaces like parks or community centers have
moved online – for example in the form of Zoom meetings.
In some cases, scaling down in pandemic times can also benefit the local
community and the quality of discussions and networking. Andrea Goetzke,
a cultural producer and curator from Germany, hosted several micro gatherings with activists, artists and cultural producers online and offline, such as
a series of debates talking about language as a collective practice in order
to more precisely describe political ideas and utopias, or the implications of
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neoliberal and racist structures on arts institutions and cultural organising.
“Previously, the logic in my work was: The more people you get for your event,
the better”, Goetzke says. “But in the micro workshops we got really deep into
conversations each time and the connections between people got stronger –
the idea was that everybody should actively contribute and interact with each
other.”
# Street protests are still key for successful movements – but activists need
to upgrade their safety protocols.

“It’s particularly
challenging to
maintain social
distancing during

Major successes like the resignation of the interim president Manuel Merino in
Peru in 2020 would have been impossible without the pressure of street protests. Social groups must therefore establish security protocols for organising
offline actions, events and protests and effectively disseminate the information
to participants so that they do not transform into superspreader events.
“It’s particularly challenging to maintain social distancing during a riot, so take
extra precautions to stay on the edge for quick exit”, security trainer Judith
Matloff advises, for example. “These are still Covid times, and you may need
multiple face masks if one gets torn or covered in pepper spray or tear gas.
Also, lots of coughing happens when cops spray the crowd, so you don‘t want
to be without a mask when that happens.”

a riot, so take
extra precautions to
stay on the edge for
quick exit”
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“Covid-19 has made
every journalist
a health reporter,
whether their usual
beat is crime,
education or county
government”

Reporting from the Frontline: How Journalists
cover the Pandemic
Journalists also need to upgrade their strategies and
tools. Every interview on the ground turns into a risk
for journalists and interviewees – the corona crisis
exacerbates the situation of journalists working in the
field worldwide.
According to Reporters Without Borders, Mexico is one of the most dangerous
reporting areas for journalists worldwide, for example. Now, in addition to the
threats by organised crime and the abuses by state forces, there is also the pandemic. More than 1027 journalists worldwide (Press Emblem Campaign, April
2021) have died as a result of the coronavirus, many of them in Latin America.
While working conditions have become more difficult, journalists play an important role in crisis communication, which is central to managing the pandemic – they need to understand the developments, analyse and critique government corona strategies, and make sense of complex scientific issues and their
implications at the local level.
# Every journalist has to become a health expert.
The pandemic has become the focus of news coverage – and while epidemiologists are still working on understanding Covid-19’s features and impact,
journalists are faced with the challenge of a complex health crisis in an information situation that is opaque and constantly evolving. “Covid-19 has made
every journalist a health reporter, whether their usual beat is crime, education
or county government”, the Center for Health Journalism at the USC Annenberg School of Journalism in Los Angeles states.
Amid the coronavirus pandemic, initiatives like the Center for Health Journalism,
the Global Health Crisis Reporting Forum, launched in partnership with ICFJ’s
International Journalists’ Network IJNet, or the Dart Center for Journalism and
Trauma, a think tank for journalists who cover violence, conflict and tragedy,
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have tried to build online communities where journalists, medical experts and
policy thinkers share ideas on health journalism and health care, share tip
sheets and have organised webinars to share and discuss Covid-19 knowledge
and improve the coverage of the pandemic.

“Interpret how
city, state and
federal policies
are being
implemented at
the local level”

# Journalists need to find ways to deal with unprecedented uncertainty.
Data journalism and evidence-based reportages can help to make sense of
complex pandemic trends.
“New and changing municipal, state and federal rules and recommendations
can be announced from one day to the next, which makes it hard to get a
handle on how policies will be executed”, Susan Kaplan, a writer at the Dart
Center warns. “Interpret how city, state and federal policies are being implemented at the local level.”
Data journalism can be a way to identify patterns and evaluate Covid-19
measures – but official data is not complete and much contextual information
needs to be considered, such as how Covid-19 tests are handled differently in
different districts, cities, countries or over time. “Even in Germany, there was
under testing for a long time, so the numbers didn‘t reflect what was really
happening on the ground”, Haluka Maier-Borst says, a German Data Journalist
and News Developer for rbb and other media organisations. He often has to
deal with conflicting data: “The federal state reports different numbers than
the institutions on the national level.” Furthermore, the work process is complicated by the fact that the official data is often not available in machine-readable format – “You have to hack around to read all the numbers or sometimes even write them out per hand.”
Communicating the uncertainties of investigations transparently is key to responsible reporting. Maier-Borst`s team explains the methodology every time
they publish a data investigation or graphic.
Data analysis and traditional reporting can strengthen each other: Journalists
can bring together data analysis with human stories in evidence-based reportages. Maier-Borst analysed, for example, in which professional groups low-income earners bear the highest risk of a corona infection, and reporters then
portrayed protagonists whose experiences illustrate this trend.
# The price tag for reporting on the ground has risen.

“There is a lot
going on inside and
outside – but the
work has become
more complicated”

Investigating in the field has become a challenge during the pandemic. Where
possible, journalists have switched to remote channels – on the other hand,
many stories go untold when On-the-Ground Reporting is limited and journalists are barred from observing happenings first-hand.“There is a lot going on
inside and outside – but the work has become more complicated”, Alicia
Fernández, a photographer and videographer from Ciudad Juárez, Mexico,
says. She shifted a part of her research and reporting to telephone, messenger,
Zoom and other digital channels and was also part of an international reporting team that conducted video interviews online and edited the material for
a documentary project about life in the pandemic.
But on-site investigations are especially crucial covering complex issues like
grievances in the health crisis itself, but also migration, organised crime or
human rights violations like the disappearances in Mexico, where it is crucial
to talk to sources and affected persons. Fernández feels it is now “very
complicated” to get closer to people and find out what is going on. Meanwhile,
new problems arise with Mexican factories turning into Covid-19-hotspots
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or migrants stuck in a limbo at the border during the pandemic, while many
shelters have closed their doors due to the infection risk. Covid-19 can also
be misused by companies, but also state organisations, as an excuse to deny
journalists access.
# Safety protocols and appropriate equipment are vital for the protection
of reporters and their contact partners.
Many newsrooms didn’t have adequate safety protocols in place at the beginning of the pandemic, and media companies do still not always provide journalists and other workers with safety training and free protective equipment
such as masks. Often a disparity between permanent staff and freelancers or
fixers can be observed: In many countries and organisations, freelancers and
fixers do not receive the same support and protective equipment and usually
work entirely at their own risk. Additionally, journalists all over the world have
suffered pay cuts or lost their jobs and some are afraid to voice their fears
about work assignments fearing losing their jobs if they do.
Andalusia Knoll Soloff, a Mexico-City based multimedia journalist and coordinator of Frontline Freelance México outlines the importance of joining forces
and fight for better working conditions together in organisations like Frontline
Freelance México, where freelancers support other freelancers who face risks
during their work.

“Little by
little we were
learning”

“We didn‘t know what kind of protection equipment we would need and
neither the Mexican nor international outlets the freelancers worked for were
providing equipment to their staff or their collaborators”, she says. In a workshop, photojournalists from Italy and Spain who had already more experiences
with working in a pandemic showed the journalists in Mexico “how to take
care of ourselves, what kind of equipment to use and what kind of protocols
they had”. They developed their own security protocols – containing aspects
like how to prepare before leaving the house for an assignment, how to disinfect the camera equipment, which masks to wear. “Little by little we were
learning”, Andalusia Knoll Soloff explains. She also recounts how difficult it
was to access a corona test in the beginning: “I took a free test, but never got
my results.”
Grassroots initiatives also try to fix the lack of protective equipment: In the
border cities of Tijuana, Mexico, and San Diego, USA, journalists have started
crowdfunding campaigns to raise money for protective equipment for their
unprotected and underpaid colleagues in Mexico, such as masks. Journalist
organisations like Frontline Freelance México also distribute kits with masks
and disinfectant gel or offer small grants to journalists who have no income in
the pandemic.
# Trauma is the new normal. The pandemic’s mental health toll has to
be taken into account and be mitigated by newsrooms, other media organisations and the community itself.
In the pandemic, trauma has become the new normal for almost everybody.
Even journalists working remote like the data journalist Haluka Maier-Borst feel
the pressure of the pandemic: “You always have the feeling you are not doing
enough”, he says. “You have to figure out how you deal with it personally – it
helps to form a group whose members help to support each other.”
Andalusia Knoll Soloff recalls how depressing it feels when your journalist
colleagues don‘t recognize you any more because you wear goggles and
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protective equipment or when you have to maintain distance in intimate
interviews with people whose family members were murdered. “You worry
all the time you get sick or make others sick”, she says.

“You worry all
the time you get
sick or make
others sick”

Reporters have to find substitutes for joint activities that helped them to
release stress pre-pandemic. According to Knoll Soloff, journalists in Mexico
often met for dinners and drinks to support each other after exhausting and
traumatizing investigations on murders, mass graves and other human rights
violations in the past – a kind of “therapy light”. Since this is no longer possible, small groups must meet with protective equipment or switch entirely to
digital channels such as messenger groups.
The Dart centre already provides tip sheets and other resources on how to
deal with trauma as a journalist. Trauma and protocols on how to treat traumatized sources should also play a role at future media conferences. Journalists
experiencing mental stress, PTSD or depression is still a taboo in many media
houses; or at best a topic that doesn’t receive enough attention and to which
answers and counter-strategies are still lacking in many companies. There
should be open communication about the new challenges in the newsroom
and media organisations should provide protective equipment, benefits and
support for employees and freelancers in all forms. Additional services such as
external therapeutic help hotlines, which can be contacted free of charge and
anonymously, could also provide useful support in times of crisis.
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fight violence and crime.
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