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INTRODUCTION
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is one 
of the topics that are highly underreported 
in the MENA region. Despite its importance, 
media outlets in many countries in the region 
do not find it attractive when it is not directly 
linked to scandal or a misconception. With 
approximately 220,000 persons living with 
HIV in the MENA as of 2018 according to the 
United Nations Program on AIDS, the media 
industry in the region doesn’t consider it as a 
subject of high importance. 

The majority of media outlets that cover HIV 
cover it in an occasional manner, mostly in 
December of each year during the World AIDS 
Day, or when a scandal involving a person 
living with HIV is trending in the country. 
Moreover, the awareness of media outlets 
on the subject is still scarce and tinted with 
a lot of misconceptions and stigmatizing 
discourse.
 
This report highlights the media coverage of 
HIV in five countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa region: Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Morocco, Tunisia. Being a topic that is still 
considered as a taboo in many parts of 
the region, the media in the five monitored 
countries still doesn’t take a clear positive 
stance regarding its coverage; partially 
because media organizations are mostly 
traditional, and do not tackle any topic that is 
related to sexuality or considered as a taboo, 
and partially because of the lack of awareness 

the media in particular and the society in 
general have regarding the importance of 
covering HIV-related topics. 

To be able to monitor how the media is covered 
HIV-related topics in the five abovementioned 
countries in the MENA region, M-Coalition and 
the Arab Foundation for Freedoms and Equality 
(AFE) with its regional media professional 
partners in every country monitored nearly 
300 media organizations: newspapers, online 
platforms, radios and television broadcasting 
platforms. To put the coverage of HIV in 
its context, it is interesting to highlight the 
political and social context in every country, 
to analyze the tone of HIV coverage when it 
exists, or to understand the reasons behind 
the lack of coverage. 

In the regional media, HIV can’t be alienated 
from other interrelated topics such as gender 
rights, LGBTIQ+ rights, sex work and other 
topics that are portrayed in a negative way 
in the media. Many misconceptions are still 
around HIV due to the lack of awareness of 
the society and the public opinion, and the 
minimal efforts of many health ministries and 
governments in raising awareness on it. This 
report highlights the media coverage of HIV 
and its relationship with other intersectional 
topics from a qualitative and quantitative 
perspective for every country. 
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EGYPT 
Sociopolitical context 

Egypt has been in an unstable situation ever since former president Hosni Mubarak was toppled 
during the Arab Spring in 2011. After the Egyptian revolution, the situation in Egypt became 
distinctively unstable. The revolution that started when the Egyptian people initiated an uprising 
to tray to improve their economic and social situation, soon became a disappointment to most of 
the Egyptian people. When Abdel-Fattah El Sisi took power in 2013 after the coup that led to the 
removal of Mohammad Morsi, his authoritarian regime has led the country to become a police 
state; the economic situation started to gradually deteriorate and the limits to personal and civil 
freedoms to remarkably increase. 

By default, the situation of human rights reached one of its worst positions in Egypt’s recent 
history. The political opposition started to diminish to become nearly inexistent; civil and political 
activists were – and still are – being arrested for voicing their opinion or for publicly criticizing 
the regime.  According to Human Rights Watch, “Members of the security forces, particularly the 
Interior Ministry’s National Security Agency, continued to routinely torture detainees and forcibly 
disappeared hundreds of people with little or no accountability for violations of the law.”

Leaders and employees of local, regional or international non-governmental organizations are 
being arrested or banned from entering the country. Many workers of civil society organizations are 
being accused of receiving “foreign funds” and “serving a western agenda.” Since El Sisi got elected 
for a second term after elections that highly lacked transparency, his military incited a nation-wide 
campaign of intimidation, violence and arrests against political opponents, civil society activists or 
any citizen who criticizes the government. 

In parallel, the economic situation in the country is aggravating, especially after the high inflation 
rates and the financial crisis that took place in Egypt in 2017; adding to that the high level of 
corruption in the country, the ineffective financial policies and the high population growth. 
Consequently, unemployment rates and poverty are speedily increasing.  

Regarding the media in Egypt, most of major media outlets are controlled by the state, or somehow 
affiliated to it. The police state has made big effort in the past few years to silence any opposition 
among media outlets, to the extent of banning thousands of websites from being accessed in 
Egypt, including a number of new media outlets that were publicly opposing the regime. The 
nuance between different types of opposition in Egypt is the fact that, not only criticizing politically 
the regime or the government is considered an opposition, but also covering any topic differently 
than how it is imposed by the state. For example, when the government is clearly against LGBTIQ+ 
rights, any outlets that covers the topic from a positive angle becomes an opposition to the 
state. Consequently, many Egyptian journalists and bloggers are imprisoned, foreign journalists 
deported, and media outlets raided and closed. The most recent raid of a media outlet happened 
in December 2019, when the police raided the Cairo office of the media outlet known to be critical 
of the government – Mada Masr – and took three staff members including the chief editor for 
questioning before releasing them. 
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Moreover, as reported by Human Rights Watch in 2018, “the parliament issued severely restrictive 
laws that further curtail freedom of speech and access to information. The intensified crackdown 
also includes lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) activists, artists, and alleged or self-
described atheists. Authorities have placed hundreds of people and entities on the country’s 
terrorism list and seized their assets for alleged terrorism links without any hearing or proper due 
process1. ” According to Reporters Without Borders, Egypt’s press freedom deteriorated further, 
ranking 161 out of 180 countries 2 with a least 20 journalists currently imprisoned. 

On covering gender rights in the media in Egypt, one of the well-known examples is the reporting 
and the media crackdown on the LGBTIQ+ community in 2017 after the arrest of gender activists 
who raised the rainbow flag at a Mashrou’ Leila concent in Cairo3 . The hate speech in the media 
coverage of this incident created a social crackdown on the LGBTIQ+ community in Cairo. When the 
situation became incontrollable, the government banned media outlets from covering or discussing 
the Mashrou’ Leila incident or any topic related to the LGBTIQ+ community.  

Equally, the coverage of HIV in Egypt is mainly a negative coverage. Most media outlets that cover 
HIV-related topics use a discriminative tone; and most articles are not based on any scientific fact; 
most of their content is hearsay that aims to create a sense of fear among readers. For example, it 
is common to read headlines such as “After the escape of the AIDS-infected [person], all workers 
of Hamiyat Tanta are summoned for investigation4. ” The media often uses terminology that is 
commonly used for crimes and diseases to portray HIV positive people.

1 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/egypt
2 https://rsf.org/en/egypt 
3 https://egyptianstreets.com/2017/09/25/the-syndicate-of-musical-professions-bans-mashrou-leila-from-performing-in-egypt-again/
4 https://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=26082019&id=7a5ae8ee-7078-4bbf-8fcc-99bbe96bd14f 
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Egyptian coverage of HIV
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Among all media outlets that covered HIV in 2019 in Egypt, news websites had the most positive 
coverage, and this is due to the fact that a large number of online outlets are new media companies 
that were founded by young journalists who did not want to be controlled by the government and 
the police state. These media outlets were founded to create a voiced opposition in the media, and 
most of them are relatively respectful of human rights values. 

In 2019, the highest coverage of HIV in Egypt was in December and October. In December, the high 
level of coverage was because of the occasion of World AIDS Day on December 1st. This yearly 
occasion attracts the media in most of Arab countries to report on it, especially that on this day, 
many Health ministries issue their annual report on the situation of HIV in the country. In October 
2019, 2 major events were the main reason of the high coverage of HIV in the media: a report from 
the World Health Organization related to usage of drugs via injection and its relation with HIV; and 
the national strategy that was announced by the Egyptian ministry of health in relation with the 
WHO report. In April, the media mainly reported on a meeting that took place between the Egyptian 
Prime Minister and the Executive Director of the UN program on HIV/AIDS. 

On average, approximately 65% of media outlets that reported on HIV toned a negative discourse, 
with a usage of discriminative terminology, a lack of scientific information, a low level of awareness 
and knowledge on the subject and sometimes a hate speech and stigmatizing discourse that were 
obvious.  
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JORDAN
Sociopolitical context 

Over the past few years, King Abdullah II, monarch of Jordan since 1999, has been facing growing 
demands for political reform, especially in the wake of the popular uprising in Tunisia that led 
to political turmoil in many Arab countries. As a response in 2011, King Abdullah dismissed 
his government at the time and appointed the first of a series of prime ministers to oversee the 
introduction of political change, but concerns over the cost of living and income tax reform have 
led to regular street protests in Jordan5. In late May 2018, Jordan’s national trade syndicates 
called a general strike to protest a new income tax law and other austerity policies proposed by 
the government of then-Prime Minister Hani al-Mulki. The strike developed into largely peaceful 
mass street protests across the country, leading to the resignation of al-Mulki on June 4 and the 
appointment of Omar al-Razzaz as the new prime minister. 

On the social front, as declared in its Constitution, Jordan is an Islamic country with an estimate 
of 3% of Christian population along with irreligious people who are not documented and other 
religions such as Druze and Bahai’s. Bahai’s and irreligious people are not registered legally while 
Druze people are registered under Islam. In addition, Jordan is a tribal society that still follows 
the tribal law system, designated for tribes, that is separate than the civil law. That said, religion, 
tradition and tribal system are the main dominant powers that affect the social fabric of society in 
Jordan which affects many liberties and rights of minorities such as LGBTIQ+ people and people 
living with HIV.

Therefore, the Jordanian media has traditionally been under tight state control, "Veneration for 
the monarchy, religion, but also state institutions and the men who head them are all 'red lines' 
that journalists must not cross," said Reporters Without Borders in its 2011-12 country report6. 
Along with the red lines journalists should not cross, human rights status in Jordan still records 
many violations regarding human rights especially towards the freedom of expression, assembly 
and women’s rights.  The general discourse on women’s rights is relatively positive in the media. 
Gender-based violence issues coverage increased in the past few years with a more positive 
tone. However, sexual harassment is still a taboo in Jordan that is ruled by tribal law: in most of 
discussions related to sexual harassment outside feminists’ and gender activists’ circles, “sexual 
harassment is considered as an action that rarely, or never, happens in Jordan.”  Many journalists 
and media outlets have joined wave resistant to campaigns raising awareness against sexual 
harassment in Jordan and accusing organizations working on preventing sexual harassment and 
supporting women of receiving foreign money and serving western agenda

Regarding LGBTIQ+ rights, authorities in Jordan can arrest LGBTIQ+ individuals for allegedly 
violating public order or public decency, which are crimes under the penal code. While consensual 
same sex sexual conduct among adults is not illegal, societal discrimination against LGBTIQ+ 
persons is prevalent, and LGBTI persons were targets of violence and abuse, including rape, with 
little or no legal recourse against perpetrators. The Media Commission banned books containing 
LGBTI content. During the year, there were reports of individuals who left the country due to fear 
that their families would kill them because of their gender identity7.  

5 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14636308 
6 https://rsf.org/en/reports/media-eye-storm-revolutions-sweep-arab-world
7 https://jo.usembassy.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/34/Human-Right-Report-Jordan.pdf
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This has directly reflected on how the media covers gender and sexuality issues, more particularly 
LGBTIQ+ issues. The media had mainly a rare or negative reporting on these topics. The discourse 
regarding LGBTIQ+ issues is still offensive using words such as “deviants” instead of homosexuals. 
This discourse was reinforced in 2017 after the public letter issued by the ministry of interior, Ghaleb 
Al Zu’bi, stating that Jordan refuses to acknowledge LGBTIQ+ rights or abide to any international 
treaty regarding LGBTIQ+ rights.

In the contrary, here have been many national efforts to address HIV in Jordan.  According to 
regional statistics for 2018, Jordan is considered the highest rate of HIV prevalence within the 
Arabic world8 with a 25% increase of cases in the last 3 years9. Although HIV is still a taboo in 
Jordan, there are 5 centers in Jordan that provide free testing services for STDs. The topic of HIV 
has been more present in the Jordanian media during the last few years. There is generally a good 
coverage on HIV issues in Jordan, however incorrect and offensive the usage of certain terms can 
be, especially with the lack of awareness between HIV and AIDS. 
 
Compared to other countries that have been monitored, Jordan has the highest rate of HIV coverage 
among the 5 monitored countries. 

8 https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/supporting_resources/letter_from_ministry_of_interior.pdf 
9 https://debriefer.net/news-13110.html 
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Jordanian coverage of HIV
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In 2019, prominent media organizations did not cover HIV issues, a such as Addustour and 7iber, 
even though they used to cover it in the past years. In the broadcast media, only Ro’ya television 
covered HIV, that was mainly a positive and neutral coverage. 

Similar to other countries, December is the month in which most of reporting on HIV happens in 
Jordan. In addition to articles published for the occasion of World AIDS Day every year in December 
(and end of November) that explain the situation of HIV in the country and official statistics about 
people living with HIV, a large number of articles were published in December in Jordan this year 
referring to the scandal of a mother who allegedly transmitted “AIDS” to her baby girl10; AIDS being 
the term used in most articles on the subject. 12 out of 41 articles were addressing this “scandal” 
that has been reported during a public statement issued by spokesman for the Ministry of Social 
Development, Ashraf Khreis. Another wave of articles, also published in December, reported the 
entry of nearly 1220 domestic workers living with HIV to Jordan. Similarly, in January, many articles 
were published to cover the story of 67 recorded cases of HIV/AIDS among guest laborers in 201811. 

Despite the positive number of news pieces published in Jordan in 2019 that are directly related 
to HIV, the tone of most of them is a negative tone. The first remarkable aspect that is common 
to most of content, is the lack of awareness about the difference between HIV and AIDS. Most of 
articles use the term AIDS to refer to HIV. In addition, they use discriminatory terminology such as 
“carries the AIDS disease” instead of “living with HIV,” giving the impression that HIV is a deadly 
disease that calls for discrimination against HIV positive people. 

During the first half of the year, from January to June 2019, 13 articles out of 18 use the terminology 
“carries AIDS disease,” at a rate of approximately 72% of articles. In the second half of the year, 46 
out of 55 articles consider HIV as a disease using the terms “disease of AIDS,” equivalent to 84% 
of articles. 

Many articles that mention foreign laborers or domestic workers who are living with HIV, combine 
discrimination against people living with HIV to racism. When reporting about non-Jordanian 
people living with HIV, a racist tone was used most of the time, describing people subject of the 
article as “foreigners being infected with dangerous diseases12". In addition, a few articles used a 
religious approach to shame sex workers and LGBTIQ+ people for people the highest population 
living with HIV, and sometimes using religion to confirm the shaming and the discrimination. 

The following media organizations had the highest coverage on HIV in 2019: 

- Ro’ya TV (only in the second half of 2019: twice in Roya Arabic, twice in Roya English and Twice 
   in Donya Ya Donya show/ YouTube/ TV). 
- Al Rai newspaper (once in the first half of 2019 and 4 times for the second half) 
- Al Ghad newspaper (once in the first half of 2019 and twice for the second half) 
- Jordan times newspaper (twice in the first half of 2019 and once in the second half). 
- Jordan Zad website (twice in the second half)  
- AllforJo website (twice in the second half)

10 https://en.royanews.tv/news/19379/2019-12-04 
11 https://jordantimes.com/news/local/%E2%80%9867-cases-hivaids-recorded-among-guest-labourers-2018%E2%80%99 
12 https://www.sarayanews.com/index.php?page=article&id=538661 
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LEBANON 
Sociopolitical context 

Compared to other countries in the MENA region, and as it is widely known, Lebanon holds a fair 
status of freedoms in Lebanon. Lebanon is one of the MENA countries that has a relatively higher 
ceiling of freedoms than other countries in the region, more specifically, media freedoms. This has 
resulted in a higher level of coverage of taboo topics in the media content in Lebanon, such as 
LGBTIQ+ and HIV topics.  

For the past decade, the portrayal of sensitive topics such as LGBT+  stories and gender issues 
– including but not limited to sex, abortion, marital rape, single mothers, domestic violence - has 
been gradually increasing in the Lebanese media that played the role of a taboo breaker in the 
Lebanese society. 

Especially in the past few years, and in the midst of several armed conflicts taking place in the 
region and at the Lebanese borders, political ideologies that have always impacted the editorial 
lines of many Lebanese media outlets shaped further the position of the media and its policies, 
distance to and adoption of a selected political views. 

Politics and religions play a big role in the definition of media outlets’ views in Lebanon. The majority 
of media outlets are owned or funded by national or foreign political parties and political money, 
or were founded following a certain politicoreligious ideology, that shapes most of their editorial 
policies. This does not only have an impact on the outlet’s political position and ideology, but also 
sets foot on the outlet’s position towards many human rights-related topics, especially those that 
create a certain controversy from a religious perspective. 

Topics that create a controversy in Lebanon or are conflicted with many religious ideologies and 
beliefs are those considered as taboos and are mainly related to sex and gender rights. For example, 
religious authorities have always interfered in many gender related topics, considering them either 
“against religion” or “against social ethics” from a religious perspective, and they include: underage 
marriage, marital rape, sexual harassment, homosexuality, transsexuality, domestic violence, civil 
marriage, women rights to their children’s custody, women rights to give the Lebanese nationality 
to their children, people living with HIV, etc.   

Basically, looking at the very wide range of topics in which religious authorities intervene gives 
an idea about the Lebanese public opinion and what it is influenced by. Despite all the historical 
difficulties that Lebanese survived – and working on surviving – in the past nearly three decades, 
Lebanon has managed to produce a highly literate, educated, and critical populace. As reported by 
the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency in 2002 using a 1997 estimate, an average of 86.4 percent of 
the Lebanese population is considered literate. The problem with the Lebanese public opinion was 
never its education level, but the political and religious situation in the country. With a big number 
of political parties being family businesses, a majority of politicians in positions of power since 
the civil war have demonstrated a high level of corruption, and the support of powerful religious 
authorities to this system, the Lebanese public opinion tends to be highly impacted with religious 
point of views and religious authorities ideas. 

This has a direct impact on how the media covers “taboo” topics. Despite the fact that many media 
outlets have shown an interest in covering gender and sexuality topics, but unfortunately this did 
not always happen for the right reasons or using the right methods. Many media outlets tend 
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to cover gender and sexuality topics because it is a taboo topic, and this means an immediate 
increase in their viewership. Many journalists work on covering these topics by assuming their role 
of supporting human rights and working on producing a balanced and positive content, but do not 
always succeed because the editorial line of the media outlet has often other priorities. In addition, 
gender and sexuality coverage often turns wrong because of the choice of guests and sources, that 
is highly affected by the Lebanese public opinion. The opinion of religious authorities is a must to 
be taken in these topics, and this has directly a negative impact on the gender balance and power 
dynamics of the content that results in an unbalanced and biased media content. 

All the abovesaid applies directly to gender and sexuality topics, especially LGBTIQ+ related topics. 
However, reporting on HIV was not always treated in the same way. The media has rarely focused 
on HIV as a sole topic of media content, with a few exceptions. This comes mainly from the lack of 
awareness about HIV in the Lebanese society in general and in the media, and because it is related 
to health. The Lebanese media and the Lebanese public opinion tend to focus less on gender and 
health-related issues, and sometimes tend to be more tolerant. This sometimes comes from the 
Lebanese religious background translated in “God’s will” idea. As long as any situation a person 
can be in is not the outcome of their decision, their situation can be more tolerated, but is definitely 
not discrimination-free. For example, transsexuality is sometimes considered by the public opinion 
and religion as a “hormonal dysfunction,” unlike homosexuality that is seen as a “pure choice;” that 
can sometimes push people to be more tolerant towards transsexuals, but nonetheless, they still 
face a huge level of legal, social and media discrimination. The same applies sometimes to people 
living with HIV. Regardless of a certain level of tolerance, they still face a lot of discrimination in the 
society, and in private and public institutions. The social attack on people living with HIV could have 
also been tamed because of the National AIDS Program that is operated by the Lebanese Ministry 
of Health. The topic itself being institutionalized in the Lebanese government had made it more 
accepted in the society, but is still treated as a taboo, mainly because of the lack of awareness, and 
this had mirrored on how the media treats the topic. 
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Lebanese coverage of HIV
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In 2019, 29 articles and TV episodes were published in Lebanon that focused on HIV. The focus 
on the topic was mainly in the second quarter of the year, more specifically during the months on 
November and December, for the occasion of the International World AIDS Day on December 1. 

The media content that was not published in relation to the World AIDS Day, were related to news 
that trended, mainly on the international level. For example, in March 2019, 6 articles were published 
focusing on HIV after HIV-positive man in Britain has become the second adult worldwide known 
to be cleared of the AIDS virus after he received a bone marrow transplant from an HIV-resistant 
donor13 . What is interesting is that, during the month of April and March, Al Manar website published 
3 news pieces related to HIV. Al Manar television and website, a pro-Hezbollah company that 
follows the political party’s ideology, almost never covers gender related news or reports on any 
topic that does not abide by its political and religious ideology. However, the HIV-related articles 
that were published were not written by local journalists; they were translated news published on 
Russia Today. 

13 https://www.dailystar.com.lb/Life/Health/2019/Mar-06/478077-london-hiv-patient-gives-more-hope-of-finding-a-cure.ashx 
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Most of the published content used a neutral tone, and sources that were interviewed for content 
were doctors, scientists or employees working at public health or sexual health organizations. 
24 pieces out of 29 used a relatively positive or neutral tone, with no recorded usage of negative 
words. However, 6 articles used offensive words, such as “the killer virus,” “disease” and “fatal 
disease” that clearly show a lack of awareness of the nature of HIV, the difference between HIV and 
AIDS and the medical developments in the field of preventing and treating HIV. The most offensive 
words that were used to describe HIV and people living with HIV were in an article published by 
Raseef 22, “The history of AIDS, my mother and the church: or what does the lack of awareness 
on sexual diseases does to us14. ” The article aimed at tackling misconceptions about AIDS, and 
discussing the myth that only gay men can be living with HIV. For this purpose, the terminology 
that is used in the society – such as “sick” and “satanic disease” - has been used for the sole 
purpose of debunking it.

14 https://raseef22.com/article/1074349-%D9%82%D8%B5%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%AF%D
8%B2-%D9%88%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%A9-
-%D8%A3%D9%88-%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B0%D8%A7-%D9%8A%D9%81%D8%B9%D9%84-%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7-
%D8%BA%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%
A3%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%86%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A9 
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MOROCCO
Sociopolitical context

Nearly 20 years ago, the situation of human rights in Morocco started to change, starting by giving 
a priority to address violations against human rights and women in particular. The formation of 
the “family committee” has led to opening the discussion about gender equality in the society 
that became an important opportunity to widely discuss the political and civil rights of women 
in Morocco; this has been the major outcome of years of gender activism against gender-based 
discrimination. 

This milestone in the Moroccan political landscape marked the end of the traditional opposition 
and created new political dynamics in the country, with new actors and new political ideologies 
supported by national and international entities that played an important role in affirming the need 
of a participatory approach in the country’s decision making that took a legal form in 2011 when it 
became embodied in the Moroccan Constitution. 

However, despite the important progress that has been made on the civil and political front that 
empowered the civil society and supported the participation of women in politics, many human 
rights violations are still taking place, especially related to individual rights. Morocco has ratified 
many international human rights-related conventions and treaties that aims to protect individual 
rights. However, the situation of individual rights in morocco did not remarkably improve since 
local laws did not go through any reform to complement international conventions. 

In addition, Morocco is a democratic monarchy that is highly influenced by the Islamic Shari’a. 
Religion is often used to justify certain violations against human rights and the limitation of 
certain freedoms, namely individual freedoms and freedom of speech. To date, many state 
practices in Morocco violate human rights, such as systemized homophobia (the criminalization 
of homosexuality in the Moroccan penal code) and the legal violation of women bodily rights, and 
this shows a lack of interest of the Moroccan political entities in changing social behaviors and 
public opinions that discriminate against sexual minorities and violate their rights. 

Consequently, the Moroccan media doesn’t create any controversy with the state’s method in 
portraying individual rights and sexual rights. Although the topic of LGBTIQ+ rights gets a fair 
attention from the local media, the discourse used in most of media content is discriminatory and 
stigmatizing towards sexual minorities and sexual freedoms. Television talk shows still debate if 
homosexuality is “a disease or a crime15; ” the term “deviant” is still commonly used to describe 
homosexual people; the Moroccan media considers that homosexuality is a threat to families in the 
country; and there is always an important confusion between transsexuality, homosexuality, people 
living with HIV, drug users and sex workers. Evidently, none of the LGBTIQ+ people, sex workers or 
people living with HIV have been portrayed without a certain discriminatory and demeaning tone. 

15 https://marayana.com/laune/2019/01/03/702/ 
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In August 2019, journalists and activist Hajer Rasyouni was arrested with her husband. This 
incident has opened an important debate in the country about individual freedoms. Consequently, 
the National Human Rights Council in Morocco addressed a public statement to the Moroccan 
government demanding legal reforms, including the decriminalization of consensual sexual 
relations between adults and the criminalization of marital rape. This request was combined to a 
series of online petition to support the request, and online campaigns defending sexual freedoms 
such as “Love is not a crime” campaign. These movements were supported by the Moroccan media 
and showed that the Moroccan civil society aims to initiate change related to individual freedoms 
in the country. 

In 2019, 96 articles published, and TV shows broadcasted were related to LGBTIQ+ in general, 
reporting on local, regional and international news in 33 local media outlets, including 29 articles 
that covered HIV. 
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Moroccan coverage of HIV



22

Unlike the coverage of LGBTIQ+ issues in Morocco that is mainly a negative and discriminative 
coverage, the coverage of HIV is remarkably better. Thirteen articles (45% or articles monitored) 
featured a scientific content with a usage of non-stigmatizing terminology such as “people living 
with HIV.” 

Similar to other countries in the MENA, the majority of articles and TV shows (55% of monitored 
content in Morocco) used a stigmatizing terminology such as “the disease of AIDS,” “fatal disease,” 
and “infected people.” A minority of these articles directly linked HIV to homosexuality, using the 
term “deviant” to describe homosexual people, and linking HIV to drug usage in a stigmatizing way. 

This is not uncommon to the Moroccan media. Among the 88 media outlets that usually report on 
HIV (including the 23 outlets that covered HIV in 2019), nearly 26 outlets report on HIV in a negative 
way using stigmatizing terminology. Some of the outlets that have a neutral to positive coverage 
of HIV, have in contrary a negative and discriminative discourse towards gender and LGBTIQ+ 
rights. There positive coverage of HIV topics is mainly because HIV-related news are sometimes 
press releases issued by the Ministry of Health, and the media content often features the same 
terminology used by the ministry in their statement. 
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TUNISIA
Sociopolitical context 

In general, before the revolution that started in Tunisia in 2011, Tunisia was considered as one 
the best performing countries in the MENA region based on what it has achieved in the field of 
economic and human development, in addition to being one of the first countries in the region to 
establish structural reforms that contributed to its good economic performance in the mid-1990s. 
However, the Tunisian model of development before 2011 did not succeed in creating inclusive 
growth. The economic situation deteriorated because of bad financial management, resources that 
have been seized by a small group of the population slowed the social progress and the economic 
development. The political stability was being achieved at the expense of civil and social freedoms. 
This has created a situation of discontent among a large part of the Tunisian population that led to 
the 2011 revolution and consequently the fall of the regime. Following the fall of the regime, many 
progresses has been made into establishing a more inclusive society that respects civil and social 
freedoms, that led to the new social contract that has been embodied in the Tunisian Constitution 
in 2014. 

On the human rights front, since its independence in 1956, Tunisia has been under a dictatorial 
government that prioritized state-building; Habib Bourguiba, although known for developing 
education in the country and establishing some women rights, did not believe in the pluralism of 
political opinions and suppressed his opponents. This has badly affected the situation of freedoms 
in the country. Tunisia became a police state under Ben Ali who removed Bourguiba in 1987; this is 
when the human rights situation in the country reached its worst, with many human rights activists 
being threatened. Until Ben Ali was toppled by the Arab Spring in 2011, Tunisia’s human rights 
ranking was consistently among the lowest in the world. After Ben Ali fled the country in January 
2011, all political prisoners were released and charges against them and thousands of activists 
were dropped in a matter of weeks, this is when the situation of human rights in the country entered 
its new era.

The police state and the dictatorship had their impact on the country’s media industry. Until the 
2000s, the state had a monopoly on broadcast media and controlled the information provided by the 
TAP news agency. There were a few licensed private television companies and radio stations since 
2003 that all belonged to members of the Ben Ali clan or businessmen who had good relationships 
with the government. The print sector was relatively diversified, with some outlets that belonged to 
opposition or operated as family businesses.
The Tunisian media, which was closely monitored and mainly used for propaganda before the 
revolution, witnessed a drastic change of purpose after the fall of Ben Ali, and serves today the 
democratic transition process. The media landscape has become increasingly diversified and 
legislation and regulatory mechanisms have changed significantly, despite some shortcomings 
in their implementation. The media landscape underwent profound changes more specifically 
following the abolition of all control mechanisms after the uprising and the fall of the old regime.

In general, the rise of political, civil and social freedoms had its impact on the society and the 
media consequently. The revolution broke many social taboos, especially those related to individual 
liberties and sexual minorities. Basically, the Tunisian society is a liberal society compared to other 
countries in the region, especially due to the rise of women rights in the country. 
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However, despite its liberal attitude that complements the society’s public opinion, the media in 
Tunisia was not able to break all taboos, especially those related to sexual freedoms. Today, we 
still see a weak coverage on certain topics such as gender rights, LGBTIQ+ and HIV, and the media 
is till unable to shape the public opinion on these topics. This may have been due partly  to the 
fact that media coverage is mostly occasional, particularly on issues related to women, health or 
human rights in general. Most of coverage on these topics is directly related to international or 
national days.

When monitoring the Tunisian media’s coverage on HIV topics, there was a difficulty finding any 
content to analyze in 2019. 
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Tunisian coverage of HIV
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Unlike other countries in the region where the coverage on HIV issues remarkably increases in 
December for the occasion of World AIDS Day, the coverage on HIV in Tunisia even in December 
was almost inexistent. This may not be directly due the lack of interest by the Tunisian media 
organizations to cover the occasion, but this year, a national tragedy occurred on December 1st in 
Tunisia, as 29 people were killed in a bus accident. All media outlets were covering the tragic event, 
which may explain the absence of a larger media coverage for the World AIDS Day.

However, before 2019, a small amount of content was found related to the coverage of HIV, however 
relatively weak. Media material on the subject was scarce before the 2011 revolution, considering 
the limited number of media outlets and the coverage being mostly official seasonal reports. But 
as the media grew after the revolution, journalists were able to produce reports that were not 
necessarily related to events, professional and based on a human rights approach. However, this 
trend remains dependent on the institution’s editorial policy. Some private television channels, for 
example, that have a conservative approach, cover HIV from an angle that lacks a human rights 
approach. Some websites are more controversial and tend to ignore the voices of those involved. A 
few neutral or positive reports were found in the media content published or broadcasted by some 
public radios or websites that have a more progressive orientation.

In 2019, only 1 article was published in August in an economic magazine that reports on a new 
study published in Spain regarding development of medicine treating HIV. All other articles were 
published in November and December that were related to World AIDS Day, and a statement by 
Tunisian Ministry of Health regarding numbers of people living with HIV in the country. None of the 
articles had a negative tone, mainly because most of them are short news pieces copied from the 
official statement of the Ministry of Public Health initially published in the public news agency TAP 
(Agence Tunis Afrique Presse).
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