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Introduction

hen US President Barack Obama held a summit on Countering Violent
Extremism at the White House in February 2015, it was clear that a
major new international agenda had emerged. The term “Countering
Violent Extremism,” or CVE, is now commonly used to refer to a variety of tactics
and strategies—usually employing tools for mass communication—to blunt the
efforts of terrorists to publicize their ideology and marshal support for violence.

Though the techniques associated with CVE have long been

used, the term and its associated field of practice have grown in
prominence along with the terrorist group ISIS,” which has achieved
unprecedented success in its use of social media to recruit new
militants from around the world. With its territorial foothold in the
Middle East, a network that has launched attacks outside the region,
and apocalyptic justifications for brutality, ISIS has quickly become
one of the greatest threats to global security, and the primary
justification for CVE programing. At a UN summit just months after
the initial White House CVE summit, Obama confirmed, “We're
stepping up our efforts to discredit [ISIS's] propaganda, especially
online."! By December, the UN Secretary General had adopted a Plan
of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism (PVE), calling on each country
to develop its own national strategy.

The rise of the CVE agenda has been met quickly with controversy.
Given that a significant number of the projects gathered under the
CVE rubric involve media components, there has been a vigorous
debate about whether the CVE set of approaches, which are rooted
in strategic communications, are more or less effective than
approaches to violence and extremism from the media development
sector, which tends to instead emphasize the moderating effects of
a responsible, vibrant, and plural media sector.? This debate over
the role of media is not occurring in isolation; it also inflected by

a wider discussion about how the field of democracy promotion
should cope with violent extremism. These debates—about violent
extremism, media, and democracy promotion—have good reason to
be contentious as they raise fundamental questions about the nature
and causes of the receding tide of democratization’s third wave.

_ o
e WHITE HOUSE SUMMIT

“We're stepping up
our efforts to discredit
[ISIS’s] propaganda,
especially online.”

— PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA

" This report will use the term ISIS throughout, which is the acronym for the Islamic State of Syria and Irag. The organization is also
often referred to as ISIL (Islamic State in Irag and the Levant), the Islamic State, and Daesh, the acronym of ISIS's name in Arabic.
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How the influence
of CVE on media
development is felt

CVE is reshaping the
funding landscape for
media development
practitioners—for better
or for worse, depending
on the vantage point.

CVE objectives are at times
finding their way into media
development projects.

The rise of CVE poses a
reputational risk to media
development practitioners
and may provide cover

for oppressive regimes to

justify repressive measures.

Yet as each side marks its distinct theoretical territory, the lines
separating CVE and media development appear to those on the ground
to be growing blurrier, not more distinct. This report, drawing from

such voices on the ground, argues that the theoretical posturing is
doing a disservice to the needs of practitioners by failing to recognize
and respond to the de facto convergence of the CVE agenda with the
media development sector. This convergence has potentially important
consequences for the media development sector, including considerable
risks that need to be urgently addressed. Yet, it has also highlighted how
some media development practitioners recognize shared challenges and
common interests with the field of CVE that are otherwise overlooked

by presenting the fields as competing paradigms. The risks and shared
interests outlined in this report might form the basis for a more
productive dialogue across the fields, recognizing the need to keep CVE
and media development activities separate while also ensuring the fields
can function effectively in parallel at the country and regional level.

As the fields increasingly intersect, the influence of CVE on media
development has been felt primarily in three ways. First, there is a view
that CVE is reshaping the funding landscape for media development
practitioners (for better or for worse, depending on the vantage point).
Second, CVE objectives are at times finding their way into media
development projects. Finally, the rise of CVE poses two significant risks.
CVE poses a reputational risk to media development practitioners who
fear their existing relationships could be damaged by association with a
security agenda. And media development practitioners fear that the CVE
rhetoric could be used by oppressive regimes to justify the repression of

critical media voices.
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In addition to these concerns, however, there is an acknowledgement
among media development practitioners that—in spite of their
objections to the elements of the CVE agenda—the two fields do share
common interests on issues of great importance. In an environment
where the tools of mass communication are no longer exclusive to
professional journalists, the field of international media assistance

is under pressure to involve a much wider array of stakeholders in

its work. And among the new challenges with which it must contend
are the darker sides of public-driven media: bullying, hate speech,
discrimination, polarization, and extremism. The uneasy relationship
between CVE and media development ultimately points to the
unanswered question of how to build media systems that are at once
free, plural, and inclusive, and still resilient to these darker forces. This
report does not offer a decisive answer to this question, but highlights
the contours of the challenge in hope of initiating the conversation
needed to find solutions.

The report begins by examining the emergence of ISIS and its unique
media strategy, which has been credited with spurring the group's
global reach. It then turns to the development of the CVE strategy
and the various initiatives Western governments have undertaken to
halt the spread of violent extremism, particularly in the media and
online. With that foundation, the report then discusses the varied
reactions to the CVE agenda from within the media development
community, including the concerns felt by many media development
practitioners that a focus on CVE may have unintended consequences
when coopted by authoritarian regimes looking to censor oppositional
media organizations. The report concludes by suggesting an agenda for

dialogue and collaboration between the two sectors.

In an environment where the tools of mass communication
are no longer exclusive to professional journalists, the field of
international media assistance is under pressure to involve a
much wider array of stakeholders in its work.
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