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When President Biden selected me to serve as Acting 
CEO for USAGM in January 2021, the challenges we 
faced were daunting, but I accepted knowing the vital 
role this agency plays around the world in the free flow 
of information and knowing the commitment and 
passion for the truth of the agency’s workforce.

Since then, we have reinforced the firewall to protect 
journalistic independence, navigated an ongoing global 
pandemic, and announced a significant global audience 
increase — 394 million people — at a time of decreasing 
press freedom around the world.

Indeed, 2021 was a year of transition.

From Belarus to Burma and from Afghanistan to Cuba, 
our networks provided vital, sometimes lifesaving, news 
and information, via radio, television, and internet in 
62 languages. We also fully reengaged with the Open 
Technology Fund, which continued to expand its critical 
work making information more accessible to audiences 
in media-restricted areas.

We also entered a new era in our involvement in 
Afghanistan and Russia. As you will read in this report, 
our presence in those countries may have changed, but 
our commitment to informing, engaging and connecting 
people in support of freedom and democracy — 
in Afghanistan, Russia, and anywhere access to 
information is restricted — remains undeterred.

The development of COVID-19 vaccines took us into 
a new phase of the pandemic, one which presented 
political challenges and highlighted economic disparities 
around the world, and our networks provided critical 
updates to audiences that needed them the most.

I am so very proud to be at the helm of a modern media 
organization providing such a critical public service, 
and I am especially proud of the changes we’ve made 
and the challenges we’ve accepted during this transition. 
In the following pages, you will see just a sample of the 
powerful results our team has accomplished and the 
impact we’ve made on the lives of millions of people 
around the world.

Kelu Chao
Acting Chief Executive Officer
U.S. Agency for Global Media

A YEAR OF CHANGE

LETTER FROM THE ACTING CEO
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The U.S. Agency for Global Media is an independent federal agency 
whose mission is “to inform, engage, and connect people around the 
world in support of freedom and democracy.”
USAGM’s public service media networks — Voice of 
America (VOA), Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/
RL), the Office of Cuba Broadcasting (OCB), Radio Free 
Asia (RFA), and the Middle East Broadcasting Networks 
(MBN) — with the support of the Open Technology Fund, 
reached 394 million people in a typical week during 2021.

USAGM serves a vital role in U.S. public diplomacy  
and national security by promoting democracy and  
press freedom and by countering misinformation  
and propaganda.

A VITAL ROLE

A VITAL ROLE
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USAGM BROADCASTS IN 62 LANGUAGES



U.S. Agency for Global Media | 2021 Annual Report | 3 

ANNUAL BUDGET
$827.3 million
EMPLOYEES
3,342
LANGUAGES
62
AUDIENCE 
394 million

4,300  
television, radio and digital affiliates across the globe

109 
Number of  
USAGM affiliates  
that air custom or 
interactive segments 

AUDIENCE GROWTHFAST FACTS
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Operational transmitters 
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100 transmission sites in  
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CIRCUMVENTION
USAGM’s Open 
Technology Fund 
(OTF) provides a 
range of tools to help 
audiences overcome 
internet restrictions. 
In FY 2021, these 
tools saw significant 
year-on-year growth.

177% 
increase in weekly 
unique users

35 MILLION
WEEKLY AVERAGE 
WEB & MOBILE VISITS

25 MILLION
DIGITAL REACTIONS
(Likes/Hearts) on  
Facebook, Twitter,  
YouTube & Instagram

3 MILLION
SELECT DIGITAL  
ENGAGEMENTS
(Comments/Shares)  
on Facebook, Twitter,  
YouTube & Instagram

121% 
increase in weekly 
unique visits

44% 
increase in total  
proxy traffic

AUDIENCE ON DIGITAL PLATFORMS

A VITAL ROLE
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ACTING AS A BEACON  
IN A TIME OF CRISIS
Political and economic crises — from coups and takeovers, to civil  
wars and financial fallouts — touched millions around the world.  
USAGM’s networks were there to provide balanced, uncensored, and 
fact-based reporting for audiences living through the emergencies  
as well as for diaspora groups watching from afar.

Burma coup protests, February 2021. (RFA)



6 | U.S. Agency for Global Media | 2021 Annual Report

Burma
Since the February 1 coup in Burma, 
and despite substantial efforts by 
the military to restrict access to 
and sharing of information inside 
the country, USAGM’s networks 
saw unprecedented growth in their 
Burmese and regional audiences. 
In the months after the coup, on 
Facebook alone, VOA and RFA 
BURMESE combined video coverage 
were viewed nearly 1.6 billion times.

Immediately following the coup,  
the OPEN TECHNOLOGY FUND (OTF)  
expanded access to anticensorship 
technology and secure communi-
cation tools and translated a number 
of user guides into Burmese. 
In the immediate aftermath of 
the coup, use of OTF-supported 
circumvention tools increased 
rapidly, from several thousand users 
to several millions of users in a 
matter of weeks. By the end of 2021, 
circumvention tool use had become 
normal around the country, with 4 
million Burmese users and tens of 
terabytes of data consumed monthly 
via OTF-funded tools.

Since the coup, VOA’S BURMESE 
SERVICE coverage garnered over 265 
million web visits and 167.6 million 
article views, with about 44% of the 
visits using an OTF-funded tool. On 
Facebook, the service has generated 

ACTING AS A BEACON IN A TIME OF CRISIS

Burma:  
Record-breaking Growth

USAGM’s networks saw  an unprecedented growth in their Burmese 
and regional audiences since the February 1 coup. 

1.22 M

FEB  1 MAR 9FEB  5 MAY 26

GOVERNMENT BLOCKING  
OF INTERNET

JUN 11

1.29 M
1.49 M

1.75 M 1.79 MVOA BURMESE SERVICE 
sustained a daily average 
in 2021 of 1.5 million visits 
to its website and broke 
VOA records for daily web 
visits several times.

of the visits used an  
OTF-FUNDED tool.

About  44%

Daily average visits to the  
RFA BURMESE SERVICE  
website increased more than 

1,500% over the  
same period in 2020.

RFA BURMESE saw a 

193% growth in 
interactions on Facebook.
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nearly 122.5 million interactions 
and 580.3 million video views. 
YouTube contributed an additional 
97.6 million video views.

RFA’S BURMESE SERVICE website 
received nearly 49.6 million visits 
and over 10.2 million article views 
in 2021 after the coup. The service 
saw a long-term sustained growth 
in the number of visitors and article 
views with an increase of more than 
1,500% in daily average visits to the  
website over the same period in 2020.

In the months following the coup, 
the RFA Burmese Facebook following 
grew by 22% to 12.3 million — 
equivalent to about one-fifth of the 
country’s population. The Service 
saw a 193% growth in interactions 
on Facebook, totaling 250 million, 
and 1 billion Facebook video views.

Afghanistan
In August, despite challenging 
conditions in the country, and amid 
evacuating their own staff, USAGM 
networks provided audiences around 
the world with extensive coverage 
of the Taliban advance and take 
over, the U.S. troop withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, and the resulting 
humanitarian crisis. They also 
provided unbiased and uncensored 
coverage of the regional and 
international response.

VOA moved quickly to launch 
new programming, including two 
new 24/7 direct-to-home satellite 
streams delivering Dari and Pashto-
language video content. VOA 
AFGHAN SERVICE maintained its 
presence on a vast network of FM 
frequencies in fifteen cities across 

the country, as well as nationwide 
coverage via shortwave and medium 
wave radio. VOA also launched a 
24/7 TV channel for direct-to-home 
coverage, heavily featuring call-in 
programming to allow its audiences 
a place to express their feelings 
about the new government. Reports 
about life in Afghanistan on RADIO 
DEEWA, the Pashto-language service 
to northern Pakistan, received more 
than twelve million views on social 
media. VOA Afghan’s Facebook 
video views surpassed 726 million 
in FY 2021, a fifty percent increase 
from FY 2020. VOA URDU SERVICE 
generated more than 724 million 
video views, a 39 percent increase.

VOA’S AFGHAN SERVICE launched 
a new 30-minute daily program in 
Pashto — “ETISAL” — that features 
news and analysis shared on the web

In June, VOA and RFA launched a 
24/7 Burmese TV channel — “LUDU 
MEITSWE” (“friend of the people”) 
— featuring daily and weekly news 
and analytical shows, in-depth 
investigations, as well as Learning 
English content.

In response to the coup, USAGM 
surged radio transmissions (both 
SW and MW) in February with 

additional hours added to the 
RFA and VOA program schedules 
and supplementary transmission 
facilities outside the country, such 
as in Thailand. Anecdotal evidence 
suggested that a growing number 
of Burmese are acquiring SW and 
MW receivers to access information 
during internet blackouts.

New Satellite
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Radio Azadi also prioritized its call-in programming to remain 
engaged with its audience, creating a new program, “Giving Voice to 
Afghan School Girls,” to give female students banned from attending 
school by the Taliban a space to share their thoughts and opinions. 

Female students in Kandahar, Afghanistan. (Sadiq Reshtinai/RFE/RL)

Amid a stream of original reports during her final days in Kabul, 
Islamabad bureau chief Ayesha Tanzeem was in constant demand for 
live hits from news organizations around the world, including on CNN 
and PRI’s The World.

(VOA)

As Afghan citizens and foreign 
residents fled the country, 
USAGM networks provided 
critical coverage of the growing 
refugee crisis that rippled 
across the globe, from Albania 
to Mexico, and from Tajikistan 
to Indonesia and throughout 
the Middle East.

A man holds his application and old passport 
to camera in Khost, Afghanistan on November 
14, 2021. He is among people who are waiting 
to get a new passport. This was the first time 
since the fall of Kabul to the Taliban on August 
15 that Khost provincial authorities started 
services of renewing passports.  
(Radio Mashaal /RFE/RL)

https://da.azadiradio.com/a/31523006.html
https://da.azadiradio.com/a/31523006.html
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As the Taliban took control of 
Afghan territory in early 2021 
and closed in on Kabul, RFE/RL’S 
RADIO AZADI continued to fight for 
freedom of speech in the country, 
focusing on the Taliban’s threat 
to the rights of women and the 
burgeoning humanitarian crisis in 
the country. During the chaotic days 
of the Taliban takeover of power, a 
CURRENT TIME correspondent filed 
a series of compelling audio diaries 
offering an Afghan perspective 
on how the country changed 
immediately after the Taliban’s 
arrival in Kabul. As the Taliban 
consolidated its rule in Afghanistan 
through the end of 2021, Radio 
Azadi journalists remained in 
touch with their local sources, 
producing compelling news stories 
on how radically life had changed 
for ordinary Afghans, particularly 
women and ethnic and religious 
minorities, and giving a platform for 
ordinary Afghans to talk about their 
experiences under Taliban rule.

While ALHURRA spoke to U.S. 
officials regarding concerns in the 
Middle East that U.S. troops would 
withdraw from their countries 
after Afghanistan, Acting Assistant 
Secretary of State Joey Hood joined 
Alhurra to reassure the U.S. military 
presence in Iraq and Syria will 

continue. The network also explored 
China’s interest in investing billions 
of dollars into Afghanistan, in the 
hopes that the Taliban will align 
with Chinese interests.

USAGM networks provided 
unbiased coverage of the Biden 
administration’s defense of the 
decision to pull out U.S. troops from 
Afghanistan, as well as criticism of 
the operation and anger in Congress 
after the U.S. military fully withdrew 
from Afghanistan while leaving 
behind 100–200 Americans who 
wanted to be evacuated.

RADIO AZADI was one of the first 
media outlets to break the news 
of the deadly suicide attack on the 

Kabul Airport in its radio shows, and 
depicted the aftermath of the attack 
in a video dispatch.

Ethiopia
As the Tigray War raged on in 2021, 
VOA provided comprehensive 
coverage of the military conflict 
and humanitarian crisis, as well as 
the international response, pulling 
expertise from its correspondents 
in the region and around the world. 
VOA added existing Tigrigna-
language radio broadcasts in Libya 
to reach displaced civilians and 
Eritreans with ties to the crisis-
affected area. The network also 
created new “microsites” to deliver 
digital content in Tigrigna, Amharic, 

ACTING AS A BEACON IN A TIME OF CRISIS

VOA released a new documentary, “Terror in Tigray: The Ethiopian Refugee Crisis,” in English, Afan Oromo, 
Amharic, and Tigrigna. (VOA)

https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/radio-azadi-fighting-for-freedom-of-speech-amid-turmoil-in-afghanistan/31364021.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/radio-azadi-fighting-for-freedom-of-speech-amid-turmoil-in-afghanistan/31364021.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/for-radio-azadi-reporter-covering-afghan-womens-rights-is-worth-all-the-risks-/31386325.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/for-radio-azadi-reporter-covering-afghan-womens-rights-is-worth-all-the-risks-/31386325.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/despite-risks-rferl-azadi-keeps-covering-humanitarian-crisis-afghanistan-/31408296.html
https://en.currenttime.tv/a/a-woman-s-voice-from-kabul-audio-diaries-current-time/31424273.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghan-children-starving-hunger/31676418.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-religious-policing/31642688.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/taliban-foreign-aid-starving-afghans/31670691.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-unemployed-journalist-media/31503797.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-exodus-taliban-repression-economy/31590988.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-women-business-taliban/31599879.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-hazara-minority-displaced-taliban/31585606.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-hazara-minority-displaced-taliban/31585606.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghan-women-taliban-economy/31533816.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-schools-girls/31524702.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-aid-distribution/31531985.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SwjfV1ksctI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dick9vPviWE&feature=youtu.be
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Afan Oromo, and English from VOA 
regional reporting teams as well  
as correspondents inside the  
refugee camps.

VOA partnered with Ethiopian 
affiliate Ahadu Radio and Television 
to provide the debates between 
candidates of the ruling and 
opposition parties, conducted 
by members of the media. 
Representatives from the four 
major political parties were asked 
about democratic institutions, the 
pace of political reform, and the 
independence of electoral officials 
and human rights groups.

In October, the Ethiopian Media 
Authority (EMA) ordered local media  
to stop broadcasting content provided  
by international broadcasters, 
including VOA. Acting VOA Director, 
Yolanda López, condemned the order  
as a restriction of the free flow of  
information to the citizens of Ethiopia. 
The ban came one day after VOA 
released a new documentary, 
“TERROR IN TIGRAY: THE ETHIOPIAN 
REFUGEE CRISIS,” in English, Afan 
Oromo, Amharic, and Tigrigna.

ALHURRA’s investigative unit 
delved into the reasons behind 
the brutal war and how it turned 
into an organized ethnic cleansing. 
The reporting included eyewitness 

descriptions about the size and 
scope of the killings, as well as details 
of human rights organizations’ 
investigations into the war.

Lebanon
Lebanon’s economic and political 
collapse worsened in 2021, with 

a drastic devaluation of the 
Lebanese pound, limited access 
to food, water, and health care, 
and political stagnation. MBN 
interviewed Lebanese officials 
about the leadership’s impasse 
and reported on U.S. efforts to 
encourage Lebanese leaders to form 

ACTING AS A BEACON IN A TIME OF CRISIS

Rima Karaki reports on the large percentage of families in Yemen living on less than $2 a day. (MBN)

Yemen
MBN provided its audiences with a first-hand look at Yemen’s civil war, 
one of the largest humanitarian crises in the world, and efforts to end 
the conflict. ALHURRA’s “$2,” explained how families are surviving in 
Yemen, many without food or shelter, and are often separated from 
loved ones due to death or displacement. While Alhurra’s newscasts 
reported on the U.N.’s concern about the ‘dramatic deterioration’ in  
the country, “Al Yawm” (Today) focused on the protests over the lack  
of salaries, electricity, water and medical supplies in the country.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qldT75Df5-I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zP2ulXU_Nxs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k7I0iJR26vM


U.S. Agency for Global Media | 2021 Annual Report | 11 

a government capable of addressing 
the economic crisis. “LEBANESE 
SCENE” brought together young 
adults leading the protests and 
representatives from traditional 
political parties to address the future 
of the country. The discussion focused 
on the importance of working 
together and the concerns regarding 
Hezbollah as a divisive force.

“ALHURRA INVESTIGATES” examined  
the impact of the economic crisis 
on everyday life by exposing how 
unscrupulous smugglers overloaded 
cheap boats with Lebanese citizens 
seeking a better life outside of 
Lebanon. The investigative reporting 
showed how many of these “death 
boats” trips ended in tragedy, without 
any consequences to the boat owners.

Sudan
During the month-long coup d’état 
in Sudan in late 2021, VOA and MBN 
provided important details on the 
takeover as well as on international 
reaction, despite media and internet 
blackouts imposed by the military.

VOA’s “SOUTH SUDAN IN FOCUS,” 
“AFRICA 54,” and the ENGLISH-TO-
AFRICA SERVICE kept audiences 
informed on reaction from the 
U.N., White House, and the State 
Department, including an interview 
with Sudan’s Ambassador to the 
U.S., Nureldin Satti. The coverage 
drove increases in social media 
engagement, including for VOA 
Somali, Amharic, Afan-Oromo,  
and Tigrigna Services.

ALHURRA had more than 15 hours 
of live, breaking news coverage 
with expert analysis, including by 
opposition and civil society leaders, 
professors, and U.S. government 
officials as well as the wife of 
Sudan’s Minister of Cabinet Affairs 
Khaled Omar, who shared details 
of her husband’s detention. The 
network also examined the reasons 
behind the civil-military conflict 
and why the partnership between 
the two sides broke down. “SAWA 
TONIGHT” reported on the U.S. 
condemnation of the military’s 
actions and the White House’s 
decision to suspend $700 million in 
financial assistance to the country 
following the dissolution of the 
civilian-led government.

ACTING AS A BEACON IN A TIME OF CRISIS

Margaret Besheer, VOA United Nations Correspondent, joined host Esther Githui-Ewart on Africa 54 to speak 
about the October 27 U.N. Security Council closed meeting on Sudan’s political upheaval. (VOA)
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COUNTERING 
DISINFORMATION
In 2021 sophisticated state propaganda sponsored by Russia and China 
sought to centralize power, eliminate opposition, and silence dissent 
by propagating disinformation and limiting access to independent 
reporting. USAGM’s role in providing credible, fact-based, and locally 
relevant journalism became even more important to countering the 
attack on democratic ideals.

Territorial defense volunteers training as part of a possible large-scale Russian aggression, Kyiv, Ukraine, December 25, 2021.  
(Serhii Nuzhnenko/RadioSvoboda.org/RFE/RL)
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Russia
USAGM’s programming in 2021 
provided Russian-speaking 
audiences fact-based and complete 
information — even as Russian 
authorities intensified their smear 
campaign against RFE/RL, fining the 
company millions of dollars over 
its refusal to self-label its content as 
being produced by a “foreign agent” 
and designating dozens of Russian-
national freelancers as “foreign 
agents,” making them subject to 
onerous content labeling and 
financial reporting requirements.

In January, demonstrators took to 
the streets to protest the Kremlin’s 
treatment of opposition leader 
Alexi Navalny. RFE/RL’s videos from 
the January 31 anti-Putin protests 
across Russia received more than 
9.5 million views on social media, 
with live streams alone garnering 
close to 2.4 million total views 
on the day. During one rally, a 
CURRENT TIME journalist was 
threatened by a policeman with a 
rubber baton to his face during a 
live broadcast; video of the incident 
instantly became a social media 
sensation. Following the detention 
of more than 10,000 protesters in 
two weekends of protests, RFE/RL 
covered the stories of mistreatment 
and humiliation that emerged 

throughout the week, including 
threats; unsanitary, cold, and packed 
holding cells; no access to lawyers, 
and withholding of food from the 
detainees. Meanwhile, Current 
Time’s “FOOTAGE VS. FOOTAGE” 
exposed the way the Kremlin’s 
propaganda machine tried to spin 
the narrative: portraying the Russian 
police as kindly guardians of public 
order handing out free hot tea and 
face masks, and offering protesters 
to come and “warm themselves up 
in a bus for detainees.”

CURRENT TIME reported on the 
Kremlin campaign of blaming the 
U.S. and the West for the protests 
and provided an overview of 
astroturfing — the concealment 
of PR campaigns as the opinions 

of the public — how it works to 
dominate and shape the narrative, 
and how the approach in Russia has 
remained unchanged since Soviet 
times, despite massive technological 
advances.

VOA’S RUSSIAN SERVICE also 
explored internet memes, jokes 
and anecdotes related to Navalny’s 
arrest and how those forms of 
communication helped people 
understand and process news.

In April, livestreams from VOA’S 
RUSSIAN AND UKRAINIAN SERVICES 
of President Biden’s address 
announcing new sanctions against 
Russia garnered more than 500,000 
views across social media, and live 
coverage by CURRENT TIME, in 
collaboration with VOA’s “CURRENT 

COUNTERING DISINFORMATION

A Current Time journalist was threatened by a policeman with a rubber baton to his face during a live broadcast 
of the January 31 anti-Putin protests. (Current Time)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=10460&v=vyVjT3xfJ9c&feature=youtu.be
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RFE/RL Tatar-Bashkir Service reporter Daria Komarova, covering a pro-Navalny protest in Cheboksary, the capital of Russia\’92s Chuvashia Republic, on January 23, 
2021. (RFE/RL)

TIME AMERICA,” of the June 16  
Biden Putin Summit in Geneva, 
earned the network more than  
2.05 million views.

Despite the risks in Russia of 
associating with so-called “foreign-
agent” media outlets, the CURRENT-
TIME-commissioned docudrama 
“The Russian Way” was recognized 
in September 2021 as “the most 
exact” representation of the genre 
at Russia’s Saratov Sufferings 
International Film Festival of 
Documentary Drama. The film, 
directed by Tatyana Soboleva, 
recounts the story of a woman who 
returns to Russia after 20 years in 
the West and attempts to institute 
change in her village, despite 

resistance from both the authorities 
and villagers.

In 2021, CURRENT TIME videos were 
viewed nearly 1.5 billion times on 
YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and 
the largest Russian digital platforms 
VKontakte and Yandex.Zen.

Even though for most of 2021, much 
of USAGM’s content was not censored 
in Russia, OTF supported and 
deployed numerous tools that allow 
users to easily bypass government 
censorship. Tools such as Tor, one of 
the most popular circumvention and 
anonymity tools in Russia, allowed 
users unfettered access to internet 
content throughout 2021 and would 
become even more vital in 2022. 
Additionally, OTF integrated two 

different circumvention solutions 
into USAGM newsreader applications 
making it easier to access content for 
non-technical users.

In 2021 OTF also prepared for full or 
partial internet shutdowns to ensure 
USAGM and global internet content 
remained accessible, by supporting 
the development of resilient, 
decentralized content distribution 
networks. RFE/RL also prepared its 
audiences for the likelihood of a 
Russian ban on access to RFE/RL  
websites, creating explainer videos 
to educate audiences on the use of 
safe, reliable virtual private networks 
(VPN), mobile apps with built-in 
VPN protections, and mirror sites 
that allow audiences to get around 

http://www.filmkommentaren.dk/blog/blogpost/4928/
https://www.facebook.com/tatyana.soboleva.5/posts/4558520897506027
https://www.facebook.com/tatyana.soboleva.5/posts/4558520897506027
https://www.facebook.com/tatyana.soboleva.5/posts/4558520897506027
https://filmfreeway.com/TatyanaSoboleva
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Russian censorship efforts. These 
efforts paid off following the start 
of Russia’s war against Ukraine 
in February 2022, as RFE/RL 
maintained its online audiences 
from Russia even though direct 
visits to its RFE/RL websites from 
Russia dropped by 70 percent over 
the previous year.

Ukraine
As Russia escalated its aggression 
along its border with Ukraine, 
USAGM networks continued 
to provide up-to-the-minute 
updates and expert analysis to help 
Ukrainian audiences understand 
political developments and how 
their lives could be impacted.

In April 2021, RFE/RL services 
reported extensively on Russian 
military forces massing along 
Ukraine’s eastern borders, where 
Russia-backed separatists have been 
waging a years-long insurgency. An 
early-April edition of the Ukrainian 
Service’s “Donbas.Realities” weekly 
show on the topic trended to second 
on YouTube in Ukraine and third 
on YouTube in Russia with over a 
million views in the first five days 
after it was posted. RFE/RL’S  
RUSSIAN SERVICE provided 
unique analytic reports, explaining 
how and where Russian army 
detachments were deployed along 
the frontier with Ukraine, and a 
Ukrainian Service correspondent 
embedded with Ukrainian forces on 
the front lines in eastern Ukraine 

documented on video the shelling of 
Ukrainian positions by separatists — 
unique footage at a time of rising 
tensions and dramatically increased 
Russian troop presence along 
Ukraine’s borders.

In a foreshadowing of Russia’s 
narratives about its 2022 large-scale 
invasion of Ukraine, a CURRENT 
TIME DIGITAL social video compared 
the May 9 Victory Day speeches of 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy: where Putin focused on 
the Soviet past, Zelenskyy focused 
on why victory in World War II 
made the ongoing war in eastern 
Ukraine “painful and unjust.” The 
video received over 2 million views 
and more than 10,000 comments in 
just two days.

Ukrainian audiences turned to 
USAGM for accurate reporting on 
the U.S. response to the tensions. 
VOA’S UKRAINIAN interviews 
with U.S. Representatives Adam 
Kinzinger (R-IL) and Marcy Kaptur 
(D-OH) and Senator Jeanne Shaheen 
(D-NH), garnered more than 720,000 
views and 61,000 interactions on 
social media and was picked up by 
major media outlets in Ukraine. A 
June 2021 bipartisan delegation of 
U.S. senators visiting Kyiv used an 
interview with RFE/RL’S UKRAINIAN 
SERVICE to criticize what they saw 
as Moscow’s ongoing assault against 
the country’s independent media 
and highlight the critical role played 
by media networks such as those 
overseen by USAGM. Sen. Jeanne 
Shaheen (D-NH) also met with  
RFE/RL RUSSIAN journalists recently 

COUNTERING DISINFORMATION

Frontline Ukrainian Soldiers Respond to Invasion Warnings (Amos Chapple/RFE/RL)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b-gnWJJosO8
https://www.svoboda.org/a/31189712.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/31193294.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukrainian-military-positions-shelled-in-eastern-ukraine/31210000.html
https://www.facebook.com/1543950879153281/videos/242195641032179
https://www.rferl.org/a/shaheen-murphy-portman-senators-interview-ukraine-russia-putin/31288687.html
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relocated to Kyiv, noting that some 
of them “risked their lives in Russia 
to expose the truth” and calling for 
greater accountability for leaders 
in Russia and the region for their 
aggressive actions to silence the media.

In May, U.S. Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken gave an exclusive 
interview to RFE/RL’S UKRAINIAN 
SERVICE during his first trip to 
Ukraine as Secretary, in which he 
said that the U.S. was considering 
Ukraine’s request for “additional” 
military assistance to help deter 
Kremlin aggression and vowed to 
stand up “for the right of journalists 
to do their jobs.” The interview was 
cited extensively by Ukrainian, 
Russian, and international media.

Both RFE/RL’S UKRAINIAN SERVICE 
and CURRENT TIME collaborated 
closely with colleagues at VOA 
to bring their audiences live 
coverage and expert analysis of 
the September 1 meeting between 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy and U.S. President Joe 
Biden. The Ukrainian Service, 
Russian Service, Current Time, 
and English Newsroom also issued 
analyses, media reviews and other 
complementary reporting that 
added context and perspective to 
the live coverage.

On October 12, the 60 Minutes 
show on Russian state TV channel 
Rossiya 24 started its program — 
a discussion about the security 
situation in eastern Ukraine which 

blamed the U.S. for the continued 
fighting there — by highlighting 
a report by RFE/RL’S DONBAS 
REALII on Javelins in Ukraine that 
also featured an interview with 
Ambassador Kurt Volker.

In November, RFE/RL documented 
the start of Russia’s military 
buildup near the border with 
Ukraine, with the UKRAINIAN 
SERVICE interviewing Ukraine’s 
Prime Minister Denys Shmyhal and 
other experts on the potential for 
a Russian invasion; Current Time 
speaking to Conflict Intelligence 
Team (CIT) researcher Kirill 
Mikhailov, who estimated that 
Russia had already concentrated 
more than 92,000 troops along 
its border with Ukraine; and the 

Romanian Service securing an 
exclusive interview with NATO 
Deputy Secretary General Mircea 
Geoana about the potential for 
escalation on the Ukrainian border.

RFE/RL, meanwhile, sent reporters 
to the tense front lines in eastern 
Ukraine, where they interviewed 
both Ukrainian soldiers and 
civilians about the prospects of 
war, and provided analysis asking 
How Long Could Ukraine Hold Out 
Against A New Russian Invasion?, 
accompanied by a map detailing the 
Russian military deployments.

China
In 2021 the Chinese government 
disseminated disinformation on 
traditional and social media and 

COUNTERING DISINFORMATION

In December, VOA expanded its capacity in the country by naming 
Myroslava Gongadze as the network’s first-ever Eastern Europe Chief 
to lead expanded coverage of a region threatened by hybrid war and 
disinformation. As a Russian troop buildup intensified along the 
Ukrainian border and in Russian-occupied Crimea, Gongadze covered 
the Kremlin’s aggressive posture in Eastern Europe as well as the 
impact of Russia’s and China’s influence throughout the region.

https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/news-zelensky-biden-translyacija/31439065.html
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/bayden-zelenskyi-us/31438532.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/otsinky-vizytu-zelenskoho-do-ssha/31440646.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/partnerstvo-v-obmen-na-reformy-itogi-vstrechi-prezidentov-ssha-i-ukrainy/31439725.html
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/mozhno-li-nazvat-peregovory-baydena/31440187.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-biden-zelenskiy-russia/31437986.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/visit-zelenskoho-do-washingtona/31439644.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-border-operation-belarus/31576562.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-border-operation-belarus/31576562.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/intervyu-premyer-ministra-shmyhalya/31570141.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/putin-zadumav-proty-ukaine-zymovu-viynu/31567296.html
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/kontsentratsiya-russian-voysk-ukraina-vyshe-cit/31574706.html
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/kontsentratsiya-russian-voysk-ukraina-vyshe-cit/31574706.html
https://romania.europalibera.org/a/interviu-mircea-geoana/31566310.html
https://romania.europalibera.org/a/interviu-mircea-geoana/31566310.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=I8_nY4CpQn8
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-russia-frontline-soldiers-invasion-gallery/31597978.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-newyork-war-nextdoor/31601559.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-ukraine-invasion-scenarios/31614428.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-ukraine-invasion-scenarios/31614428.html
https://gdb.rferl.org/1bcf0000-0aff-0242-6e4b-08d9c16f58bf_w650_r0_s.png
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attempted to influence audiences 
in an ever-increasing area abroad. 
USAGM networks were there to 
help expose the lies and provide 
fact-based reporting to Chinese 
audiences and those impacted by 
Beijing’s actions.

RFA’S CHINA SERVICES, broadcasting 
to mainland China and Hong Kong, 
were at the forefront of covering 
both the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic in China and the rapid 
deterioration of press and political 
freedom in Hong Kong. RFA 
reporters were on the streets and 
in courts as Hong Kong’s activists 
continued to call out Beijing’s 
attempts to control the former 
British colony. RFA held fast as one 
of the few independent media to 
continue operating in Hong Kong, 
as outlets including Apple Daily, 
Next, and Stand News, shuttered 
operations.

RFA’s work on the COVID-19 pandemic 
earned notice from international 
experts and officials and was picked 
up by TIME magazine, VICE News, 
the Toronto Sun, the Times of 
London, and the Washington Post, 
among many others.

Throughout 2021, VOA’S 
MANDARIN SERVICE debunked 
theories promoted by Chinese 
propaganda of a non-Chinese origin 

of the virus that causes COVID-19. 
VOA also launched a Mandarin-
language version of its fact-checking 
website, POLYGRAPH, to expose and 
debunk Beijing’s disinformation on 
such topics as China’s behavior in 
the South China Sea and Beijing’s 
human rights record in Hong 
Kong and the Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region.

Congressman Michael McCaul (R-
TX), the Ranking Member of the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee, 
praised VOA MANDARIN’s coverage 
for “penetrating the Chinese firewall, 
getting into Mainland China, so the 
people of China could actually read 
the truth about their government.”

RFA’S UYGHUR SERVICE, the only 
independent Uyghur-language media  
in the world, continued to relentlessly 
cover the situation in Xinjiang, 
documenting the full range of human  
rights violations in the region. 
The service also reported on the 
disinformation spread by the Chinese 
government, including tweets by 
the Chinese Embassy in Washington 
that suggested Beijing’s policy of 
forced abortions, sterilizations, 
and birth control served as 
“family planning” that led to the 
“emancipation” of Uyghur women.

On February 2, RFA released a 
research report detailing first-hand 

experiences of Uyghur detention 
camp survivors and other detainees 
from China’s Xinjiang province.

A Xinjiang investigative series 
funded by the OPEN TECHNOLOGY 
FUND won the 2021 Pulitzer 
Prize for International Reporting. 
The investigation uncovered a 
vast system built to detain and 
incarcerate hundreds of thousands 
of Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and other 
Muslim minority groups in China, 
and became the most extensive 
investigation of China’s internment 
camp system ever compiled.

USAGM networks also exposed the 
Chinese government’s efforts to 
spread propaganda on social media. 
VOA CHINESE featured a story on 
government and state media outlets 
tapping foreign presenters, YouTube 
influencers, and vloggers to push 
positive Chinese stories around the 
world, including on human rights 
issues in Xinjiang. RFA reported on 
announcements from Twitter and 
Facebook saying they had deleted 
thousands of accounts used to 
amplify CCP propaganda regarding 
its human rights abuses against 
the Uyghurs. RFA also exposed 
the government’s false claim that 
residents from the Xinjiang region 
had flocked to social media to 
“refute” the genocide claim.

COUNTERING DISINFORMATION
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The Chinese government’s influence 
and disinformation across RFE/RL’s  
coverage area increased rapidly 
in 2021. From the KAZAKH 
SERVICE producing a unique TV 
documentary on the first ethnic 
Kazakh whistleblower who spent  
time in a Xinjiang political 
reeducation camp, to the BALKAN 
SERVICE’s investigation revealing 
how Serbia spent $19.3 million on  
six Chinese-made military drones, 
RFE/RL provided increasing coverage 
of China’s attempts to increase its 
footprint beyond its borders.

Additionally, despite significant 
information controls and digital 
rights abuses in China, OTF-
supported technologies have played  
a crucial role in defeating the 
country’s censorship regime and  

protecting the privacy of Chinese  
citizens. One such technology includes  
an AI-powered circumvention solution 
that can identify and exploit gaps 
in censorship firewalls in real-time. 
Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) 
remain the most popular method 
of censorship circumvention, with 
over 60% of USAGM’s Chinese 
audiences relying on such OTF-
supported circumvention tools. OTF 
also supports mirror websites, which 
have allowed users to directly access 
USAGM content directly without the 
need of a separate circumvention 
application.

The influence of Russia, China and 
Iran in the Middle East/North Africa 
grew exponentially in 2021. Their 
political and economic influence in  
the region was reflected in the media’s  

slant and willingness to disseminate 
their propaganda. MBN was one of 
the few media outlets that take them 
head-on. To counter their growing 
influence and disinformation 
campaigns in the region MBN turned 
to its investigative unit to rectify 
the trio’s disinformation in the 
Middle East and about the United 
States. Through its award-winning 
reporting, “ALHURRA INVESTIGATES” 
addressed issues not touched in the 
local media. Examples of topics that 
aired on Alhurra, but not other Arab 
networks include: the plight of the 
Uyghur population, the influence 
of China’s belt and road initiative in 
the region, the murder of political 
opposition members in Russia, and 
the Russian government’s backing of 
the Syrian regime in their civil war.

RFA’s newly launched Mandarin-
language website WHYNOT/ 
WAINAO, which targets Chinese 
youth around the world, 
provided a fresh and award-
winning approach that has 
driven measurable engagement 
on social media, including inside 
China’s internet firewall. 

Image from award-winning report “Preserving 
the Erased Decade of the Chinese Feminist 
Movement.” (RFA)

COUNTERING DISINFORMATION

https://www.wainao.me/
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/6b6a8111-whynot-an-rfa-affiliate-wins-online-news-association-award
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/6b6a8111-whynot-an-rfa-affiliate-wins-online-news-association-award
https://www.wainao.me/wainao-reads/preserving-erased-decade-chinese-feminist-movement
https://www.wainao.me/wainao-reads/preserving-erased-decade-chinese-feminist-movement
https://www.wainao.me/wainao-reads/preserving-erased-decade-chinese-feminist-movement
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AMPLIFYING  
THREATENED VOICES
2021 was a year of major protests and unrest, as people spoke out 
against economic woes and pandemic response and demanded change 
from their governments. Unfortunately, many of those protests were 
met with government crackdowns and silence from state media.  
From Cuba to Belarus and throughout the Middle East, audiences 
turned to USAGM networks for uncensored and unbiased news on  
the demonstrations and their impact.

Anti-government protesters march in Havana, Cuba, Sunday, July 11, 2021. Hundreds of demonstrators took to the streets in several cities in Cuba to protest against ongoing 
food shortages and high prices of foodstuffs. (AP Photo/Eliana Aponte)
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Protests in Cuba
RADIO AND TELEVISIÓN MARTÍ 
provided critical coverage of the 
massive July 11 anti-government 
protests throughout Cuba, helping 
audiences stay informed about 
the rapid developments as well as 
sort fact from fiction amidst Cuban 
government propaganda.

The MARTÍS provided 12 hours of 
live coverage on radio, social media, 
and radiotelevisionmarti.com, 
including reports from independent 
journalists on the island, curated 
live Facebook feeds from the 
protests, reaction from the Cuban 
diaspora, and expert analysis, as well 
as reaction from U.S. government 

representatives, who answered the 
Cuban government’s accusations 
that the troubles prompting the 
demonstrations had been caused by 
the United States.

In response to the demonstrations, 
the Cuban government began 
blocking several popular social 
media websites and messaging 
applications. As a result, use of 
OTF-supported anti-censorship 
circumvention tools grew rapidly. 
OTF also implemented solutions 
that allow users to share apps with 
others in their vicinity without 
an internet connection, enabling 
the secure distribution of internet 
freedom tools. These solutions easily 
circumvented government blocking 
attempts and rendered censorship 
efforts moot, which pushed 
authorities to limit digital censorship 
and return to more traditional 
methods of information control.

RADIO MARTÍ broadcast continuing 
coverage via short and medium 
wave radio to the island and added 
six hours to its schedule. This 
multi-platform approach enabled 
audiences to access the information 
despite rolling internet blockages 
imposed by the government.

Across Latin America, USAGM 
affiliates sought out MARTÍ 
reporting on the protests. In Chile, 

Radio Recital carried four hours of 
Martí coverage; along the border of 
Colombia and Venezuela audiences 
accessed Martí content on Radio 
Norte Stereo Colombia; and 
throughout Latin America, affiliates 
interviewed Martí journalists about 
developments on the island.

VOA’S SPANISH SERVICE provided 
wall-to-wall coverage of the Cuba 
protests. Emily Mendrala, State 
Department Deputy Assistant 
Secretary for Western Hemisphere 
Affairs, told the service that the Biden 
Administration is reviewing its 
policies toward Cuba. VOA Spanish 
reported on solidarity protests in 
Miami and across Latin America and 
provided contextual reporting for 
media partners in the region.

Belarus
More than 200 people were detained 
across Belarus on March 25, as citizens  
took to the streets heeding a call 
by opposition leader Sviatlana 
Tsikhanouskaya to start a new 
wave of protests against Alyaksandr 
Lukashenka. The RFE/RL BELARUS 
SERVICE as well as CURRENT 
TIME provided extensive coverage 
of the protests and mini-flash 
mobs, including live feeds from 
the ground, despite having their 
accreditations in the country 
revoked. The government’s response 

AMPLIFYING THREATENED VOICES

From July 6 to July 12, 3.2 
million people consumed 
MARTÍ content on Facebook, 
a 324 percent increase over 
the previous week. Overall 
interactions on Facebook 
increased as well; more than 
238,000 people reacted, 
commented or shared a post, 
a 10-fold increase over the 
previous week.

+324%
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and the heavy security presence 
highlighted the challenges facing 
the Belarusian opposition as they 
tried to restart massive protests 
against the results of last year’s 
election, which they say was rigged. 
The weekly “FOOTAGE VS. FOOTAGE” 
on Current Time examined how 
Belarusian authorities and state 
media tried to scare away potential 
protesters in anticipation of mass 
actions that day and highlighted 
independent forage showing 
security forces’ heavy-handed 
approach against those who did 
come out.

Several members of the U.S. Senate’s 
Committee on Foreign Relations, 
including committee Chairman Sen. 
Robert Menendez (D-N.J.), expressed 
support and appreciation for RFE/RL  
journalism in both Belarus and Russia, 
and condemned the harassment of  
RFE/RL journalists in both countries 
during a June 9 hearing on “U.S. Policy  
on Belarus.” The hearing featured 
testimony by RFE/RL President 
Jamie Fly, as well as U.S. Ambassador 
to Belarus Julie Fisher and 
Belarusian democratic opposition 
leader Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya.

VOA’S RUSSIAN AND UKRAINIAN 
SERVICES provided extensive 
coverage of protests organized 
by the Belarusian diaspora in the 

United States and offered in-depth 
reporting on the U.S. response to 
human rights violations, corruption, 
and repression in Belarus, including 
President Lukashenko’s continuous 
persecution of independent media 
outlets and their reporters.

In July, VOA RUSSIAN interviewed 
Belarusian opposition leader 
Svyatlana Tsikhanouskaya, following 
her first official meetings with 
President Biden and National 
Security Adviser Jake Sullivan. “I 
asked the U.S. to be the guarantors 
of our independence,” she told VOA 
in an interview that was cited by 
The New York Times and shared by 
Reuters news agency.

VOA UKRAINIAN aired a series 
of interviews with Belarusian 
journalists and activists who 
sought refuge in Ukraine amid 
protests at home. Among them, 
exclusive interviews with Bazhena 
Zholudz, the widow of activist Vitaly 
Shishov, leader of the humanitarian 
organization Belarusian House, after 
he was found hanged in a Kyiv park 
in August 2021, and Daria Gushtin, 
whose husband Egor Martinovich, 
editor-in-chief of the opposition 
newspaper Nasha Niva, was arrested  
and beaten by Belarusian authorities.

VOA also broke the news on passage 
of the Belarus Democracy Act and 
provided an exclusive interview 

AMPLIFYING THREATENED VOICES

Belarusian democratic leader Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya (left) with U.S. Agency for Global Media Acting CEO 
Kelu Chao at USAGM headquarters in Washington, D.C., July 21. (USAGM photo)
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with its sponsor, Representative 
Chris Smith (R-NJ), who told VOA 
he wanted the U.S. administration 
to increase pressure on Lukashenko 
through sanctions and laws like the 
Belarus Democracy act.

On October 28, Belarusian 
authorities blocked access to the 
CURRENT TIME website, for allegedly 
spreading material containing 
links considered “extremist” by 
Belarusian courts. On the same day, 
Belarus also blocked the websites 
of Deutsche Welle and Belarusian 
newspaper Novy Chas. The move 
came amid a wave of crackdowns 
against independent media and 
digital information channels. 
Internet users reported that the 
news sites did not open and later 
a message appeared indicating 
access was limited. However, the 

sites could still be accessed through 
virtual private networks (VPNs). 
Earlier in the year, Current Time’s 
Belarusian correspondent RAMAN 
VASIUKOVICH chose to flee the 
country after pressure from police. 
RFE/RL’S BELARUSIAN SERVICE 
website has been blocked since 
August 2020, following the contested 
presidential election in the country.

Iran
RFE/RL’S RADIO FARDA and VOA’S 
PERSIAN SERVICE were flooded 
with user-generated content 
from witnesses of protests that 
spread across Iran in July and 
again in November prompted by 
a severe drought and government 
mismanagement of resources. To 
counter the lack of transparent 
reporting by local state-run media, 
Farda vetted and re-distributed user-

generated content from throughout 
the country, including Ahvaz, 
Susangerd, Ramshir, and Hamidieh, 
where Special Forces units were 
deployed to quell the protests. 
Protests were met with brutality by 
security forces, which left at least 
four protesters dead according 
to Farda’s reporting. Farda was 
among the first international news 
outlets to report that the protests 
spread to Tehran, where people 
were captured on camera chanting 
slogans against the Islamic Republic. 
Farda also conducted interviews 
with guests who delved into the 
root causes of the unprecedented 
water shortage in Khuzestan and 
how mismanagement by the 
Iranian government contributed 
the shortages through misconceived 
dam building and farming policies. 
RFE/RL’S CENTRAL NEWSROOM 

AMPLIFYING THREATENED VOICES

Despite being officially 
blocked within Iran, in  
FY 2021, VOA and RFE/RL  
PERSIAN-LANGUAGE 
content received nearly 

11 million 
website views and almost 

1.4 billion 
video views across  
social media.

A rally on November 26 in Iran escalated into clashes, with security forces firing tear gas at stone-throwing 
demonstrators. (Social Media)
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provided English-language 
audiences insight into the protests, 
the deaths resulting from the violent 
crackdown, and the protests’ gradual 
spread throughout the country.

With more than 100 protest videos 
posted on digital platforms, 27 sent 
directly to VOA PERSIAN by viewers, 
VOA’s coverage included news on 
the use of increasingly brutal and 
deadly force against protestors by 
the Iranian government. In addition 
to round-the-clock digital coverage 
of the protests, VOA Persian aired 
an “ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS IN 
IRAN” special and hosted a four-
hour “CLUBHOUSE” discussion on 
the subject with more than 1,000 
listeners. Its “LAST PAGE” show 
covered the cause of the water crisis, 
while news programs featured 
exclusive interviews with expert 
analysts. VOA Persian also covered 
protests in solidarity with the people 
of Khuzestan in Washington, D.C., 
and Los Angeles.

RFE/RL’S RADIO FARDA produced 
an exclusive documentary, “THE 
SCORCHED LAND,” based on original 
footage and interviews with locals 
by undercover reporters. The doc 
featured an unprecedented look 
into the agricultural collapse, 
unemployment, and marginalization 
in Khuzestan — all tied to 
water scarcity and catastrophic 
mismanagement by authorities.

A VOA PERSIAN SERVICE article 
about anti-government protests 
spreading from Iran’s southwest to 
the capital Tehran was shared on 
Twitter by prominent Iran rights 
activists, advocates and analysts.

OTF played a critical role in 
researching and uncovering Iranian 
censorship tactics, and providing 
the tools to circumvent them. These 
tools ensured users could adapt and 
respond to censorship threats to 
safely access blocked content.

Middle East
ALHURRA was on the scene when 
protests flared up in Tripoli, 
Lebanon’s poorest city, as citizens 
faced further hardships due to 
COVID restrictions. The 24-hour 
curfew imposed to curb the 
pandemic made it nearly impossible 
for anyone in the city to work. It 

came at a time when the country 
was already facing a dire economic 
collapse. The network interviewed 
experts who feared that the unrest 
could spread across the country.

Iraqi protesters were able to have 
their voices heard on MBN when 
demonstration broke out across 
Baghdad and the southern provinces 
of Iraq against the killing of activists 
and journalists. “IN IRAQI” hosted 
protesters from Karbala and Nasiriya 
to discuss their demands and the 
lack of arrests of the perpetrators. 
SAWA IRAQ’s “What’s Your Opinion” 
encouraged Iraqis to share their 
views on the protests and what was 
being done by the Iraqi government. 
IRFAASAWTAK.COM (Raise Your Voice) 
reported on Iraqi protesters calling 
for the identification and arrest of 
those assassinating protesters.

AMPLIFYING THREATENED VOICES

MBN’s “In Iraq” host Mohamed Ali Haidari. (MBN)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QCAWwy49UJ0
https://www.alhurra.com/episode/2021/05/26/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D8%B5%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D8%AA%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%87%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA-25-%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%8A%D9%88-859136
https://www.radiosawa.com/shenoraayak/2021/05/25/%D8%AA%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%87%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AA%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D8%B4%D9%81-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%B7%D9%8A%D9%86
https://www.irfaasawtak.com/rights-and-liberties/2021/05/25/%D9%83%D8%B4%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84%D8%A9-%D8%A3%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%B2-%D9%85%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%87%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86
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UPDATING AUDIENCES ON 
PANDEMIC DEVELOPMENTS
In the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic, accurate, fact-based 
information continued to be of high value to audiences worldwide. 
While continuing to adapt to the pandemic operating environment, 
USAGM networks were sought-after sources of news and information 
about the virus and its treatment and prevention.

A medic performs a swab test for COVID-19 in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan on May 24, 2021. (Gulzhan Turdubaeva/RFE/RL)
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VOA’s 2021 coverage of the pandemic 
generated over ninety million article 
views on its websites and 76 million 
engagement actions on its social 
media accounts. Combined video 
views on social media and online 
websites reached 1.3 billion views.

Covering the Emergence of 
“Vaccine Diplomacy”
The race to create a vaccine for 
COVID-19 dominated coronavirus-
related news in 2021. In addition 
to providing fact-based health 
information and confronting 
disinformation, USAGM networks 
helped audiences understand the 
politics of a burgeoning vaccine 
diplomacy.

For its Chinese audiences, VOA 
featured a lengthy examination of 
China’s efforts to cast itself as the 
solution to the pandemic while 
simultaneously trying to undermine 
faith in American and Western 
efforts. ALHURRA debunked China’s 
claims of the first vaccine and the 
network’s investigative unit explored 
if this was simply an effort to 
improve its image to the world.

VOA also reported that vaccine 
diplomacy will be a crucial 
component of Chinese foreign 
policy in Africa for the foreseeable 
future as a way for China to “exert its 
soft power in Africa.”

China’s donation of 200,000 doses of 
its Sinopharm vaccine to Zimbabwe 
was widely covered in the media, 
but VOA also detailed the Chinese 
ambassador’s efforts to allay doubts 
and fears about it, after a local 
public health expert said the vaccine 
was not effective against the South 
African variant of the virus.

As China announced its donation 
of one million doses to Cambodia, 
VOA’S KHMER SERVICE reported on 
the mixed feelings in the country 
about Sinopharm, including from 
Prime Minister Hun Sen, who 
changed his mind at the last minute 
and decided not to take it.

RFA-affiliated BENARNEWS reported 
in January 2021that China’s foreign  
minister’s promise to the Philippines 
to donate half a million vaccine doses, 
after he wrapped up a diplomatic 
tour throughout Southeast Asia. 
And in Europe, delays in promised 
assistance from the European Union 
provided an opening for Chinese 
vaccine diplomacy — via Serbia — to 
gain a foothold in the Balkans, RFE/
RL reported.

Millions of digital media users in 
2021 engaged with VOA RUSSIAN’s 
fact-based coverage on the Kremlin’s 
disinformation campaigns aimed 
at undermining confidence in 
Western-produced coronavirus 

vaccines and Russian intelligence 
services’ attempts to manipulate 
COVID-19 narratives to amplify 
“failures” of American and European 
governments to protect their 
populations or help the developing 
world. Through CURRENT TIME and 
VOA digital channels, the RUSSIAN 
SERVICE offered investigative 
reporting, expert insights, fact-
checks, infographics, and explainers 
highlighting evidence of the safety 
and efficacy of Western-produced 
vaccines, and questioning the 
propagandistic motivations behind 
Russia’s fraudulent accounts of its 
humanitarian efforts, as well as 
the quality or applicability of the 
Kremlin’s COVID-19 assistance.

RFE/RL’S BALKAN SERVICE reported 
that Serbia also eyed production of 
the Sputnik V vaccine, as experts 
from Russia determined whether 
the country had the capacity to 
produce and distribute the vaccine. 
In a goodwill gesture, Serbia 
donated 4,000 doses of Sputnik V 
to Montenegro from a shipment 
received from Russia earlier. 
Serbia also donated 4,680 doses 
of the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine to 
neighboring North Macedonia.

RFE/RL’S RUSSIAN SERVICE reported 
that at least one EU country, 
Hungary, followed Serbia’s example 
by procuring both Chinese and 

UPDATING AUDIENCES ON PANDEMIC DEVELOPMENTS

https://www.voachinese.com/a/a-timeline-of-china-covid19-vaccine-diplomacy/5768706.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLfEvqDDTZA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLfEvqDDTZA
https://www.voachinese.com/a/china-vaccine-economy-africa-20210111/5733494.html
https://www.voachinese.com/a/china-vaccine-economy-africa-20210111/5733494.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/covid-19-pandemic_zimbabwe-china-allay-sinopharm-covid-19-vaccine-fears/6202078.html
https://www.facebook.com/154829473799/videos/341579917024921
https://www.rferl.org/a/china-strategic-vaccine-diplomacy-gains-a-foothold-in-the-balkans/31106320.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/china-strategic-vaccine-diplomacy-gains-a-foothold-in-the-balkans/31106320.html
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/ruska-vakcina-made-in-serbia-i-dalje-sa-nepoznanicama/31098202.html
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/31106379.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/serbia-donates-covid-19-vaccine-macedonia/31102339.html
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Russian vaccines. “For China, it’s a 
golden opportunity to embarrass 
the E.U. and the West more broadly,” 
Dimitar Bechev, a fellow at the 
Institute for Human Science in 
Vienna, told RFE/RL.

From Turkmenistan, RFE/RL 
reported that the country became 
the first in Central Asia to approve 
the use of Russia’s Sputnik V, even 
as the government continues to 
maintain that it is coronavirus-free.

From India, VOA reported on 
the country’s unexpected move 
to donate millions of the locally 
produced AstraZeneca vaccines to 
neighboring South Asian nations. 
“It’s about image and soft power. 
India wants to be recognized 
as a global leader,” Sreeram 
Chaulia, Dean at the Jindal School 
of International Affairs, said. 
Shipments of the vaccine were 
sent to Burma, Bhutan, Nepal, 
Bangladesh, Maldives, Mauritius, 
and Seychelles, VOA reported.

RFA-affiliated BENARNEWS reported 
that Bangladesh received its first 
shipment of coronavirus vaccines — 
a gift from the Indian government — 
after Chinese state-owned Sinovac 
withdrew from trials in the country 
late last year following Dhaka’s 
refusal to co-fund its Phase 3 trials. 
“India is the first country to offer us 

vaccines,” Touhid Hossain, a former 
foreign secretary, told BenarNews. 
“This development would no 
doubt brighten India’s image in 
Bangladesh,” Hossain said. In August 
2021, BenarNews was named a 
winner of a National Murrow Award 
for its video “Bangladeshi volunteers 
help bury abandoned COVID dead.”

At the same time, MBN was 
highlighting the U.S. efforts to fight 
the global pandemic. ALHURRA 
reported on a field hospital built 
in Algeria and other mobile units 
the U.S. is providing around the 
world. ALHURRA-IRAQ covered the 
U.S.’s financial donation to Iraq to 
fight COVID. MAGHREBVOICES.COM 
addressed the U.S.’s efforts to get 
vaccines to Tunisia after it recorded 
a record number of deaths.

In Washington, VOA White House 
correspondents carefully tracked 
the Biden administration’s progress 
toward meeting its goal of donating 
1.2 billion vaccine doses to countries 
around the world — the most of 
any donor nation — with regular 
updates. VOA health writers 
supplemented the coverage with 
science-based articles explaining the 
relative strengths and weaknesses 
of the vaccines being offered by 
various countries.

UPDATING AUDIENCES ON PANDEMIC DEVELOPMENTS

VOA’S AFRICA DIVISION held 
special Coronavirus townhalls 
in Amharic, English, French, 
Hausa, Portuguese, Somali, 
and Swahili. Health care 
professionals from Ethiopia, 
South Africa, Congo Brazzaville, 
the U.S., Nigeria, Niger, 
Cameroon, Guinea-Bissau, 
Mozambique, Angola, Cape 
Verde, Somalia, the United 
Kingdom, Tanzania, and 
Kenya answered questions on 
COVID-19 vaccines, emerging 
variants, and the way forward. 
The virtual events included 
after-show Facebook Lives 
with guests and hosts and 
were aired by affiliates 
both as special editions of 
regular programming and as 
special programs within their 
broadcast schedule.

https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-covis-19-sputnik-vaccination-russian-authorities/31051162.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/covid-19-pandemic_india-launches-neighborly-vaccine-diplomacy/6201140.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/bengali/bd-in-vaccine-01212021133021.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A1NMyHZHVpc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A1NMyHZHVpc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3X6psiZUJb0
https://www.radiosawa.com/iraqtoday/2021/08/12/%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%AF%D8%B9%D9%85-%D8%A8%D8%BA%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AF-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%85%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AC%D9%87%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%AD%D8%A9
https://www.maghrebvoices.com/front-page/2021/07/13/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D8%A3%D8%AC%D9%84-%D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%B5%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%88%D9%86%D8%B3
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TELLING AMERICA’S STORY
The peaceful transfer of power — and efforts made to prevent it — 
dominated U.S. news in 2021. USAGM networks provided overseas 
audiences with comprehensive coverage of the January 6 Capitol riots 
and the Biden Inauguration, as well analysis on the significance of 
both. In addition, VOA and MBN provided uncensored and fact-based 
information on U.S. news and culture with innovative reporting,  
award-winning documentaries, and new programming.

Virginia Gunawan of VOA Indonesia reporting from the White House.
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Capitol Riot
As the events of January 6 in the 
U.S. Capitol unfolded, VOA and 
ALHURRA provided extensive 
live coverage of the events and 
helped audiences around the 
world understand what was 
happening, the context in which 
the events played out, and how 
the world reacted to the attack. 
VOA highlighted expressions of 
solidarity from allies in Europe 
and NATO, as well as statements 
from rivals — such as Russia, China, 
Iran, and Venezuela — taunting 
Washington and trying to score 
geopolitical points. From Geneva, 
VOA reported on the statement 
by U.N. High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Michelle Bachelet, 
who condemned the attack as an 
assault on democratic freedoms. 
From Southeast Asia, VOA reported 
on the public there questioning the 
credibility and legitimacy of the U.S. 
in the world following the incident 
and the events that led to it. From 
South Korea, VOA reported that 
people reacted with bewilderment, 
confusion, and disgust.

ALHURRA TELEVISION hosted 13 
hours of breaking news coverage 
including remarks from President-
Elect Biden, President Trump, Vice 
President Pence and Majority Leader 

Mitch McConnell. The network 
hosted a wide array of Republican 
and Democratic guests as well as 
congressional scholars to explain 
and contextualize the situation. 
The riots, and the consequences 
of the attack, were the focus of 
several episodes of the network’s 
weekly news magazines “FROM THE 
CAPITAL” and “DECISION CAPITAL.”

Inauguration
Despite the attack on the Capitol, 
the transfer of power continued and 

audiences around the world turned 
to USAGM networks to watch the 
swearing in of Joe Biden as America’s 
46th president and Kamala Harris as 
the first female U.S. vice president. 
President Biden’s inaugural address 
was carried live with simultaneous 
translation in Arabic, Spanish, 
Mandarin, Persian, Russian, 
Ukrainian, Creole, and Albanian.

On Inauguration Day, visits to  
VOA websites reached almost 
900,000 visits and almost 1 million 
article views.

Trump supporters protest at the Capitol building. (Milan Nešić/VOA)

TELLING AMERICA’S STORY
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In English, the VOA NEWS CENTER 
produced more than 35 web articles, 
five TV packages, two interactive 
graphics and dozens of social 
media postings on Inauguration 
Day, addressing all elements of the 
handover of power.

VOA MANDARIN’s subtitled 
inaugural speech went viral on 
WeChat, indicating huge interest in 
the Biden administration’s policy 
toward China.

VOA BURMESE’s Facebook Live also 
created major buzz, due to interest 
in how the Rohingya issue would be 
handled under President Biden.

VOA SPANISH reporters produced 
more than 200 live and pre-recorded 
reports for television and radio 
affiliates across Latin America, and 
more than 150 media partners in 
the region joined VOA Spanish’s 
live special with simultaneous 
interpretation. Traffic to the VOA 
Spanish website increased by 92%, 
making Inauguration Day the 
highest traffic day in the previous  
12 months for the service.

In Haiti, more than 20 media 
partners linked to VOA’S CREOLE-
language Inauguration Special.

More than 100 media outlets 
throughout Eurasia used VOA 
reporting and the coverage, resulting 
in tens of thousands of engagement 
actions. On Facebook alone, 
inauguration reports from VOA’S 
EURASIA DIVISION had more than 
3.5 million video views.

VOA RUSSIAN produced a three- 
hour cross-platform special that 
aired on CURRENT TIME and VOA-
branded digital properties, featuring 
live reports from various locations 
across the U.S. and beyond, and live 
analysis by experts.

VOA TURKISH reporters were on 
air for approximately four hours 
cumulatively for a number of 
Turkish TV channels.

The AFRICA DIVISION’s Inauguration 
livestream drew record-setting 
audiences to web and social media 
platforms with more than 650,000 
video views in 25 hours.

VOA PERSIAN, for the first time, also 
live-streamed the entire program on 
Instagram TV, with as many as 8,000 
viewers watching at one time.

Arabic-speaking audiences turned to 
MBN’s ALHURRA TV which provided 
more than 15 hours of live coverage 
of Inauguration Day events, while 
Sawa Radio broadcast more than 11 
hours of live reporting. Alhurra and 
Sawa hosted prominent experts — 
including former U.S. Defense 
Secretary Chuck Hagel and former 
Iraqi Prime Minister Dr. Hoshiar 

Alhurra reporting live from the 59th Presidential Inauguration at the U.S. Capitol and other locations in 
Washington, January 20, 2021. (MBN)

TELLING AMERICA’S STORY
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Zibari — to provide analysis and 
insights, as well as international 
reactions. Alhurra also featured 
explainers of what happens on 
Inauguration Day and information 
about the White House, Congress 
and an augmented reality feature 
describing Air Force One.

Immigration
VOA SPANISH reported on 
President Biden’s immigration 
plan and reactions to it and the 
Administration’s delegation trip to 
Mexico to discuss an action plan on 
immigration from Central America. 

The service produced a social media 
video using images released by the 
CBP detailing the situation and 
conditions of immigrant children 
in their care, and featured a photo 
gallery of Honduran migrants 
arriving in Mexico on their way to 
the U.S. The coverage generated 
attention online, especially in El 
Salvador and Honduras.

VOA CREOLE reported on Facebook 
Live from Ciudad Acuna, Mexico, 
where the reporter met Haitian 
migrants who said they watched 
and listened to VOA Creole on social 
media during their voyage from 

countries in South America to the 
U.S.–Mexico border to keep up with 
the latest on the situation at the 
border and at home.

The service also interviewed a 
Haitian man who described being 
chained during his deportation 
flight to Haiti. The interview was 
featured in “John Oliver’s Last Week 
Tonight,” during a segment on the 
response to the crisis at the border.

Explaining American Culture
Throughout 2021, VOA and MBN 
helped their audiences better 
understand American culture and 

TELLING AMERICA’S STORY

In “Elected in America,” VOA’s 
AFRICA DIVISION profiled a group 
of emerging politicians with direct 
ties to Africa who are changing the 
face of American politics. One is 
Omar Fateh, whose parents came 
from Somalia.

Jolene Johnson, left, says Minnesota state 
Sen. Omar Fateh, right, has been attentive to 
residents of Little Earth, an affordable-housing 
community primarily for Native Americans, in 
Minneapolis. (Betty Ayoub/VOA)
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issues facing Americans’ daily life.

ALHURRA’s new TV series, “OFF 
THE BEATEN PATH,” was created to 
unveil America beyond the beltway, 
major cities and tourist sites and 
tell original American stories. 
MBN also developed a U.S. unit, to 
seek out and report on the untold 
stories from across America and 
used across all of MBN’s platforms, 
including topics such as graffiti as a 
form of civil protest, contributions 
of Hispanic-Americans and an 
innovation developed by an 
American high schooler of using 
beetroots as an inexpensive 
alternative to sutures.

Through the series “ELECTED IN 
AMERICA,” VOA’S AFRICA DIVISION 
profiled a handful of new U.S. 
politicians with direct ties to Africa. 
The video and web reports were 
versioned for all Africa Division 
language services and Central 
News. These pieces also played an 
important role in telling America’s 
story from the perspective of the 
African diaspora and in explaining 
U.S. politics to African audiences.

VOA’s “The Lakota Daughters,” a documentary about the trials 
and triumphs of girls and women of the Oglala Lakota tribe on the 
Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, won the main jury prize 
at The Loyola Feminist Film Festival in New Orleans, the Audience 
Choice Best Documentary Short Award at the Kansas City FilmFest 
International 2021, and a Gracie Award in the Original Online 
Programming – News/Documentary category.

VOA’s groundbreaking reporting on issues concerning U.S. 
indigenous populations has found its way into a number of scholarly 
publications. Recent pieces on the past and present exploitation of 
Native Americans, and especially of women, were cited in articles 
in the Montana Law Review, the Buffalo Law Review, and the Lewis 
& Clark Law Review, and in a book titled Digital Mapping and 
Indigenous America.

TELLING AMERICA’S STORY
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DIVERSIFYING  
DISTRIBUTION
USAGM maintains one of the largest distribution portfolios in the 
world — from short wave radio to mobile apps. Based on audience 
research, USAGM continues to diversify and innovate to make sure  
its public service networks’ content gets to the audiences that need  
it the most.

Teenagers try to catch a signal to go online in the village of Chebotarevo in the West Kazakhstan region on August 27, 2021. (Petr Trotsenko/RFE/RL)
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USAGM’s Office of Technology, 
Services, and Innovation (TSI), which  
oversees and manages a broad array  
of technical services and infrastructure  
that delivers program content for 
all USAGM networks and provides 
extensive Information Technology 
(IT) support across the agency.

In 2021, TSI enabled an expanded 
USAGM presence on popular 
direct-to-home satellites that reach 
critical media markets around the 
globe, such as Burma, following the 
February 2021 military coup, and 
Ethiopia, which has seen increased 
civil conflict in recent years. And, as 
the Taliban took over Afghanistan 
in the wake of the U.S. military 
withdrawal, TSI worked quickly to 
provide VOA and RFE/RL with a 
direct-to-home satellite TV channel 
available to Afghan audiences.

The Taliban takeover also threatened 
USAGM’s FM and MW transmission 
installations in the country. 
Working closely with broadcast 
engineering staff in Washington 
D.C., TSI contractors manning the 
stations demonstrated bravery and 
dedication to keep the transmissions 
going throughout several chaotic 
weeks and continued to keep VOA 
and RFE content on the air through 
2021, despite threats of violence and 
logistical challenges.

As part of TSI’s content distribution 
responsibility, its Office of Business 
Development oversaw the agency’s 
business relationships with more 
than 4,300 TV, radio, and digital 
affiliates, which in 2021 accounted 
for almost half of the agency’s 
total audience reach. In 2021 
TSI completed a major upgrade 
of USAGM Direct, the agency’s 
content delivery portal for affiliates. 
This platform allows affiliates to 
download USAGM content, ranging 
from interviews and segments to 
entire programs. The upgraded 
platform (Direct 3.0) allows partner 
stations to download broadcast-
quality content faster than ever 
without the need for expensive 
equipment, such as large satellite 
dish antennas.

The same file-based content delivery 
technology that facilitates USAGM 
Direct also supports USAGM’s 
video-on-demand platform efforts. 
With well over one billion internet-
connected televisions and devices in 
the hands of consumers around the 
world, many audiences can consume 
on-demand content almost as 
easily as live content. To meet this 
demand, TSI developed a platform 
that in 2021 launched as four apps: 
VOA+, RFA+, Alhurra Connect, and 
TV Martí+. The apps are available on 
15 different platforms or operating 
systems, such as Apple TV and 
Samsung, with programming 
available in 15 languages, including 
English, Arabic, and Spanish.

DIVERSIFYING DISTRIBUTION

Direct, the agency’s content delivery portal for affiliates. 
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Media Training
As part of its efforts to support free 
media worldwide in 2021, USAGM’s 
media development team trained 
more than 1500 journalists and 
media professionals — online and in 
person — on subjects ranging from 
digital journalism to finance  
to copyrights.

In the Philippines, where journalists 
have come under attack, USAGM 
provided hands-on physical and  

digital security training. In Uzbekistan, 
trainees participated in in-depth  
sessions on business and financial  
journalism, honing their investigative 
skills, and learning how to manage 
data and uncover corruption.

Health journalism was a popular 
topic for many training participants. 
In the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
USAGM provided workshops on  
the best practices of health coverage 
and how to uncover information 

without invading privacy. And 
journalists from Afghanistan and 
Pakistan were taught specific skills 
for reporting accurate information 
to combat polio.

In addition, reporters in Latin 
America, in which several countries 
held elections in 2021, turned to 
USAGM for specialized training 
on covering elections fairly and 
accurately.

DIVERSIFYING DISTRIBUTION

During this international media training with affiliates in Cote d’Ivoire, participants learned skills in fact-checking 
and fighting disinformation.
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ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

VOA Persian reporter. (VOA)
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VOA’s websites logged 921 million 
site visits in 2021, a 60% increase 
from 2020. This extraordinary 
growth came primarily from 
Southeast Asia, where audiences 
turned to VOA in record numbers 
after the government of Myanmar 
fell in a military coup. VOA’s social 
media channels also made a strong 
showing with 5.86 billion video 
views and 507 million engagement 
actions across multiple platforms. 
Coverage of the U.S. election, 
the collapse of the government 
of Afghanistan, and the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic also drew 
significant interest.

Countering Russia and China
Voice of America implemented 
several key steps in its 360-degree 
“ring” strategy to counter Russian 
and Chinese malign influence 
around the world.

VOA China Launches  
Mandarin Polygraph
VOA MANDARIN POLYGRAPH uses 
fact-checking reports to counter 
a growing flood of false claims by 

Chinese officials and Chinese state 
media that are distributed and 
shared globally. Since its launch in 
August of 2021, the fact-checking 
collaboration has published 76 in-
depth reports that used verifiable 
information to aggressively tackle 
such stories as China’s false claims 
on actions leading up to the Ukraine 
war, false claims about US actions 
in Afghanistan and U.S.-China trade 
relations, Hong Kong’s human rights 
situation, forced labor in Xinjiang, 
China’s behaviors in the South China 
Sea and conspiracy theories on the 
origins of COVID-19. 

VOA Names First Eastern  
Europe Chief
VOA heavily covered the Russian 
buildup on the border with 
Ukraine. To more effectively cover 
developments in the region and 
Russian actions, VOA named 
MYROSLAVA GONGADZE as the 
network’s first ever Eastern Europe 
Chief. Gongadze moved into the new 
position after serving as the Chief 
of the VOA UKRAINIAN language 
service in Washington, D.C. In this 

Overall, VOA reached a global weekly audience of 311.8 million adults 
weekly across television, radio and digital platforms, an increase of 33 
million from 2020.

VOICE OF AMERICA

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Fast Facts
LANGUAGES: 47

AUDIENCE: 311.8 million

EMPLOYEES: 935

BUDGET: $250.798 million

Awards
Over the course of 2021, VOA  
won more than a dozen 
prestigious journalistic and 
documentary film awards. 
Honors were wide-ranging. They 
included a VOA RUSSIAN service 
documentary about Native 
American women in South 
Dakota, a collaboration between 
VOA’S NEWS CENTER and AFRICA 
DIVISION about saving Gabon’s 
forest elephants, a VOA CHINA 
film on Chinese infants adopted 
in America, the Award for 
Coverage of Press Freedom from 
the Association for International 
Broadcasting and another  
from the National Press Club  
for Press Criticism; and two 
Gracie Awards.
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new role, she led expanded coverage 
of a region threatened by hybrid war 
and disinformation. As a Russian 
troop buildup intensified along the 
Ukrainian border and in Russian-
occupied Crimea, Gongadze covered 
for a global audience the Kremlin’s 
aggressive posture in Eastern Europe 
as well as the impact of Russia’s  
and China’s influence throughout 
the region.

Launch of Burma  
Satellite Channel
After a military coup in Burma, 
VOA responded nimbly to the new 
conditions by teaming up with 
RFA to launch a 24/7 Burmese TV 
channel “LUDU MEITSWE” (“FRIEND 
OF THE PEOPLE”), available on 
two different direct-to-home TV 
satellites covering Burma. The junta 
restricted independent media, 

temporarily shutting down the 
internet, restricting access to key 
social media sites, and shuttering 
news outlets critical of the regime. 
The VOA BURMESE service’s 
coverage on statements from the 

from the White House and the 
Secretary of State drew more than 
a half-million article views within a 
matter of days. VOA’s Yangon bureau 
remains open and has continued 
to publish high-profile exclusive 

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

“VOA Burma Morning,” airs daily from VOA’s 
Washington studios on the new Burma satellite 
channel Ludu Meitswe.

Report on Illegal Fishing by China  
Receives Widespread Praise
In 2021, VOA’s language services contributed in powerful ways to 
covering and exposing Chinese and Russian actions around the world. 
Among the most prominent examples was VOA SPANISH language 
“FLOATING SWARM” series, an original report documenting China’s 
massive fishing operation west of the Galapagos Marine Reserve. 
The initial episode was published and aired in Ecuadoran media and 
received high praise for its impact. The director of the Galapagos 
Program of the Ecuadoran Environmental Group, the Jocotoco 
Foundation, Eliecer Cruz wrote “Voice of America did an exceptional 
job...The report on Chinese fishing had extensive media coverage, 
raising awareness, leading to government action.” To date, the episode 
has been viewed 1.5 million times on Twitter.
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interviews and reactions to political 
events such as the National Unity 
Government’s call for armed revolt 
against the military. Traffic to VOA’s 
reporting on the political turmoil in 
Myanmar created massive numbers 
for VOA Burmese in early 2021, 
generating nearly 423 million visits 
to their website, an increase  
of 943%.

Launch of Afghan  
Satellite Channel
Amid the Taliban takeover of 
Afghanistan in August 2021, 
VOA moved quickly to launch 
new programming, including a 
new 24/7 direct to home satellite 
channel for Afghanistan, effectively 

bypassing media restrictions and 
delivering video content directly 
into homes in the country in both 
the Dari and Pashto languages. 
VOA’s 24/7 satellite TV channel to 
Afghanistan heavily featured call-in 
programming allowing its audiences 
to express their feelings about the 
new government. As the Taliban 
moved to conquer the country, VOA 
added daily programming (anchored 
by a woman) on the Pashto language 
television network most watched 
in the country, countering the 
Taliban’s extremist messaging. 
While VOA’s radio broadcasts within 
Afghanistan were not censored by 
the new regime, plans were made for 
backup broadcasts from outside of 

Afghanistan. The Afghan channel’s 
impact added to VOA’s robust 
services to South and Central Asia. 
VOA Afghan’s Facebook video views 
surpassed 726 million in FY2021, 
a 50% increase from FY2020. VOA 
Deewa, the Pashto language service 
to northern Pakistan, generated 
more than 509 million video views 
on Facebook, a 51% increase from 
FY2020. VOA Afghan surpassed 726 
million, a 50% increase, and VOA 
Urdu generated over 724 million 
video views, a 39% increase from the 
previous year.

Gender Parity
VOA showed great gains in gender 
representation on its air. In its 
third year participating in the 
50:50 Project, VOA narrowed the 
gap between male and female 
“discretionary appearances” from 
61% to 55%, and the number of 
VOA services participating in the 
project jumped to 27 from 18.

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

VOA Afghan Service journalists (left to right) Noshaba Ashna, Hafiz Assefi, and Roya Zamani on the air at VOA 
headquarters in Washington, DC. (VOA)
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In 2021, VOA expanded the 
agency’s Over-the-Top (OTT) 
delivery of content to homes 
around the world. It launched 
several new series and projects 
for younger and mobile audiences 
around the world where and 
when they consume multimedia 

content. A new documentary 
series, 52 DOCUMENTARY, 
combines VOA original content 
with acquired programming. 
Examples include two brothers 
from New Jersey competing in “LA 
CARRERA”, a 7-day race through 
open roads in Mexico; “SHALL 

WE DANCE IN RUSSIA”, about the 
first American hired in a Russian 
ballet theater; and “ESCAPE FROM 
KABUL”, about Afghan pilots who 
worked alongside American and 
NATO forces.

Expanded OTT Streaming Content
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RADIO FREE EUROPE/ 
RADIO LIBERTY
At a time of unprecedented authoritarian aggression and attempts to 
undermine democracy across Eurasia, RFE/RL’s unique value lies in its 
frontline capabilities and professional journalism.

The scope of RFE/RL’s newsgathering 
operations is unmatched in its 
23-country region, featuring a vast 
network of local news bureaus and 
an extensive network of freelancers 
and sources. RFE/RL’s proximity 

to its audiences allows RFE/RL to 
cost-effectively produce compelling, 
deeply relevant programming 
that counters state-sponsored 
disinformation efforts and extreme 
government censorship. In FY 2021, 

37.2 million adults consumed  
RFE/RL programming weekly via 
digital, TV, and radio platforms, 
according USAGM’s research.

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Afghans fleeing their homeland after the Taliban takeover cross into Pakistan at the Chaman border-crossing point on November 17. (Sadiq Reshtinai/RFE/RL)
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Exposing Repression and  
Disinformation Despite  
Physical Threats  
and Censorship
Despite intense harassment, 
imprisonment, and threats of 
physical harm that forced many 
of our journalists to leave their 
countries in 2021, their continued 
commitment to high quality 
journalism underscores a deep 
dedication to their home countries, 
and to RFE/RL’s mission of engaging 
with underserved audiences that 
are not otherwise able to access 
credible, trustworthy information. 
RFE/RL and its journalists faced 
significant — and historic — threats 
to its operations across multiple 
markets, including:

AFGHANISTAN, where RFE/RL was 
forced to evacuate at-risk journalists 
and close its bureau in Kabul as 
the Taliban seized control of the 
country in August 2021. RFE/RL 
has maintained its twelve-hour 
daily broadcast schedule despite 
these disruptions, successfully 
establishing a “bureau in exile” for 
its displaced journalists in Central 
Asia, continuing its live call-in 
programs and focused reporting 
on growing repression of Afghan 
women and girls, and reporting on 

the increasingly dire conditions 
faced by all Afghans as the Taliban 
tightens its grip on the country.

RUSSIA levied more than $13 million 
in fines against RFE/RL and its nine 
Russian-language reporting projects 
due to the company’s refusal to label 

its journalism as the product of a  
“foreign agent” — a principled 
decision that has also resulted 
in 26 of its Russian-national 
freelancers being personally tarred 
as “foreign agents.” Despite these 
challenges, RFE/RL journalists based 

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Jailed RFE/RL Belarusian Service journalists, left to right: Ihar Losik (Irena Kubaskova/RFE/RL), Aleh 
Hruzdzilovich (svaboda.org/RFE/RL) and Andrey Kuznechyk (svaboda.org/RFE/RL).

A poster depicting jailed Ukrainian Service journalist Vladislav Yesypenko (Serhil Nuzhnenko/ 
RadioSvoboda.org/RFE/RL)
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throughout Russia continued to 
provide news coverage otherwise 
unavailable across Russia’s ten 
time zones — documenting Aleksei 
Navalny’s February 2021 return 
to Russia, providing live protest 
coverage, exposing atrocities against 
Chechnya’s LGBTQ+ community, 
and conducting on-the-ground 
reporting from labor camps. RFE/RL’s  
measured weekly audience in Russia 
has more than doubled since 2016 
to an estimated 9.6 million Russian 
adults, allowing RFE/RL to reach 
larger audiences across Russia than 
any other international public 
service media.

RUSSIAN-OCCUPIED CRIMEA, 
where UKRAINIAN SERVICE 
journalist VLADYSLAV YESYPENKO 
was detained in March 2021 
and tortured by Russian-backed 
security services. In February 2022, 
Yesypenko was sentenced to six 
years in prison by a Russia-imposed 
court in Crimea.

BELARUS, where RFE/RL reporters 
were stripped of accreditation, 
harassed, and jailed following their 
bold coverage of the country’s 
fraudulent 2020 elections and the 
public protests that continued well 
into 2021. In June 2021, RFE/RL’s  
Minsk Bureau was raided by 
Belarusian security forces, with 
its reporters fleeing the country 
under threat of arrest. The BELARUS 
SERVICE worked with local citizen 
journalists to provide insight into 
stories including the Lukashenka-
government-manufactured refugee 
crisis along Belarus’ border with 
Poland, Lithuania, and Latvia, 
as well as Russia’s buildup of 
military forces in Belarus ahead of 
Russia’s February 2022 invasion 
of Ukraine. IHAR LOSIK, a social 
media contributor for RFE/RL, was 
sentenced in 2021 fifteen years 
in prison in connection with his 
journalistic work, while two Belarus 
Service reporters were unjustly 

jailed for doing their jobs — ALEH 
HRUZDZILOVICH and ANDREY 
KUZNECHYK.

Investigative Reporting
Investigative reporting across  
RFE/RL’s language services 
reinforces democratic principles by 
exposing corruption, malfeasance, 
and misconduct. RFE/RL reporting 
exposed Russian law enforcement 
officers’ involvement in the 
industrial-scale theft of oil from the 
country’s network of pipelines and 
revealed a Russian disinformation 
campaign to denigrate Western 
coronavirus vaccines while at the 
same time promoting Russian-
produced vaccines. In Central Asia, 
RFE/RL revealed the existence of an 
opulent, secret resort built by the 
Uzbek government for President 
Shavkat Mirzioev; exposed the 
sinister side of Kyrgyzstan’s online 
sex industry as well as the Kyrgyz 
government’s campaign to silence 
leading investigative journalist 
Bolot Temirov; and spotlighted the 
massive real-estate holdings of the 
families of both former Kazakhstan 
leader Nursultan Nazarbaev and 
current President Kasym-Zhomart 
Toqaev. RFE/RL’s RADIO FARDA 
worked with in-country sources 
to publish closed-circuit video 
documenting the abuse of prisoners 
held in Iran’s infamous Evin Prison. 
And the UKRAINIAN SERVICE is a 
media leader in Ukraine, frequently 
conducting investigations and high-
profile interviews that are picked 
up across Ukraine’s top media 

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

An image from the RFE/RL investigation that revealed the existence of an opulent, secret resort built by the Uzbek 
government for President Shavkat Mirzioev.
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outlets. This is all possible despite 
journalists and staff being subjected 
to legal actions and physical attacks 
in retaliation for their reporting.

Bolstering Digital Excellence
RFE/RL is a digital-first media 
organi zation, engaging audiences 
with bespoke digital content 
distributed across all major 
locally used platforms. The result 
is an ability to engage, inform, 
and connect local communities, 
evidenced by strong impact 
indicators, including the 7.0 billion 
combined video views across 
Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram 
in FY 2021.

Further success in the digital sphere 
came from RFE/RL’s relaunch of a 
digital-only HUNGARIAN SERVICE in 
September 2020. Building on the  
success of previous digital-only 
relaunches in Bulgaria and Romania, 
the Hungarian Service provides a  
source of timely, accurate, unbiased, 
and non-partisan news and 
information for Hungarians in a 
country where independent media 
has been under assault, and Russian 
and Chinese influences have grown. 
The service reported regularly on 
government influence in state 
media, the struggles that ordinary 
Hungarians face with the pandemic, 
and many instances of abuse of 
power in local government. In FY 
2021, the service swiftly made its 
mark with a monthly average of 
more than 3.3 million video views 
on Facebook and almost 10,000 
subscribers to its daily newsletter.

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Awards
Three reporters with the RFE/RL’S 
UKRAINIAN SERVICE investigative 
program, “Schemes: Corruption 
in Detail,” were awarded the 
top prize in Ukraine’s National 
Investigative Journalism 
Competition for their report 
“The American Dream of Victor 
Medvedchuk” (in English).

“Gorbachev. Heaven,” directed by 
Vitaly Mansky, was shortlisted for 
the Asia Pacific Screen Awards 
(APSA), known as the “Asian 
Oscars,” in the category of Best 
Documentary Feature Film.

“Mr. Landsbergis,” a documentary 
commissioned by CURRENT TIME 
about Lithuania’s first post-Soviet 
leader Vytautas Landsbergis, 
won Best Film Award and Best 
Editing at the 2021 International 
Documentary Film Festival 
Amsterdam (IDFA).

Natalie Sedletska, a journalist 
for RFE/RL’S UKRAINIAN SERVICE, 
was recognized for her reporting 
for the program “Schemes: 
Corruption in Details,” receiving 
DC-based think tank Transatlantic 
Leadership Network’s inaugural 
“Freedom of the Media” award.

Bulgaria’s Anti-Corruption 
Fund honored the work of three 
investigative journalists from 
RFE/RL’S BULGARIAN SERVICE  — 
Boris Mitov, Genka Shikerova, and 
Damyana Veleva — at its annual 
Red Line ceremony dedicated to 
recognizing journalism exposing 
corruption in Bulgaria.

Moldova’s National Agency 
for Integrity awarded RFE/RL’S 
MOLDOVAN SERVICE a “Diploma 
of Gratitude” for supporting the 
fight against corruption through 
clear and thorough reporting.

The Bureau for Human Rights and 
Rule of Law in Tajikistan, part of 
Tajikistan’s Ministry of Justice and 
a member of the International 
Federation for Human Rights, 
honored RFE/RL TAJIK SERVICE 
correspondent Mulloradzhab 
Yusufzoda with an award “For 
Active Citizenship in Journalism.”

Two journalists from RFE/RL’S 
GEORGIAN SERVICE, Tornike 
Mandaria and Dato Koridze, 
were recognized by the Human 
Rights House of Georgia, with the 
inaugural Lekso Lashkarava Prize, 
for their documentary, “Prejudice 
and Pride.”

Fast Facts
LANGUAGES: 27 AUDIENCE:  

37.2 million
EMPLOYEES: 696 BUDGET:  

$127.3 million

https://www.radiosvoboda.org/skhemy
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/skhemy
https://www.facebook.com/mezhyhiryafest/posts/4684624898236857
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/schemes/30813229.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/schemes/30813229.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/family-of-sanctioned-ukrainian-politician-and-putin-proxy-selling-refined-oil-to-u-s-/30822759.html
http://manski-doc.com/
https://www.asiapacificscreenawards.com/news-events/14thapsasnominations
https://www.idfa.nl/en/film/7711eee8-1035-44fa-b5be-267f586dc7e0/mr-landsbergis
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/skhemy
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/skhemy
https://www.transatlantic.org/
https://www.transatlantic.org/
https://www.transatlantic.org/events/tln-freedom-of-the-media-gala-dinner-and-award-ceremony/
https://www.facebook.com/AnticorruptionFund/posts/1381503715618879
https://www.facebook.com/AnticorruptionFund/posts/1381503715618879
https://www.svobodnaevropa.bg/
https://www.un.org/en/observances/anti-corruption-day
https://ani.md/
https://ani.md/
https://moldova.europalibera.org/
https://moldova.europalibera.org/
https://www.bhr.tj/index.php
https://www.bhr.tj/index.php
https://www.ozodi.org/a/31601859.html
https://www.ozodi.org/a/31601859.html
https://www.bhr.tj/index.php/news/luchshim-pravozaschitnikom-goda-v-2021-godu-priznana-izvestnyy-tadzhikskiy-advokat-dilafruz
https://www.bhr.tj/index.php/news/luchshim-pravozaschitnikom-goda-v-2021-godu-priznana-izvestnyy-tadzhikskiy-advokat-dilafruz
https://hrht.ge
https://hrht.ge
https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/31601652.html
https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/31601652.html
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OFFICE OF CUBA  
BROADCASTING
Increasing economic troubles, oppressive new restrictions against 
artists, and the continued COVID-19 pandemic, drove many Cubans 
to a breaking point. The Martís — the radio, television, and digital 
components of OCB — proved to be the broadcaster of record, providing 
vital independent and fact-based information about the growing 
discontent, on how people were speaking out, and on the swift and 
severe government response.

Throughout the year, the Martís 
helped audiences in Cuba make 
sense of the government’s many 
complicated financial reforms, 
including reducing subsidies and 
raising salaries, and lifting its ban 
on private enterprise. Coupled with 
the elimination of its dual currency 
system, the reforms were supposed 
to relieve the island nation’s 
economic crisis. In contrast to the 

state media, the Martís provided 
important information and analysis 
on the true effects on the costs of 
goods and services, retail prices,  
and pensions.

Cuban audiences also turned to the 
Martís for fact-based coverage of the 
government’s restrictions on and 
increasingly oppressive treatment  
of artists on the island, including 

from the San Isidro, 27N, and 
Archipelago movements. With 
a second installment of its 
critically acclaimed web series 
“SUBTERRÁNEO” (“UNDERGROUND”), 
which examines the political and 
cultural history of Cuba’s hip hop 
and rap movement, the Martís 
focused on Patria Y Vida, the song 
that reclaimed and reimagined a 
slogan made popular during the 

Fast Facts

LANGUAGE:  
1
AUDIENCE:  
1 million
EMPLOYEES:  
88
BUDGET:  
$22 million

Awards
OCB Recognized at 2021 Costa del Sol Regional Emmy Awards
Nominations:
Long Form Arts & Entertainment: “FROM FICTION TO HISTORY: PLANTADOS” (“DE LA 
FICCION A LA REALIDAD: PLANTADOS”)
Martí brought its audiences an in-depth look at the making of “Plantados” a 2021 film 
based on the experiences of Cuban political prisoners under the Castro regime. 

Magazine Programs: “LIVIN EN THE USA: THALÍA CERVANTES”
In this edition of the series “Livin en the USA”, Martí introduces us to a young Cuban-
American following her dreams to become a chess champion.

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/radio-televisi%C3%B3n-mart%C3%AD-estrena-subterr%C3%A1neo-un-recorrido-por-el-hip-hop-cubano/264598.html
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1950’s Cuban revolution, “Patria o 
Muerte” (“Homeland or Death”).

The webisode included a jail-house 
interview with Maykel Osorbo 
(Castillo), who’s detainment in 
maximum security began after 
his arrest in May 2021, as well 
as with rapper Eliécer “el Funky” 
Márquez who also remained in 
Cuba. Musicians-in-exile and fellow 
contributors singer-songwriter 
Decemer Bueno, rapper and 
founding member of the Cuban 
hip-hop band Orishas, and the duo 
Gente de Zona were also featured 
in the webisode about the song that 
became a rallying cry for protestors 
in the historic July 11, 2021, 
demonstrations.

Russia
As Russia continued to threaten 
action against Ukraine and to build 
up troops along Ukraine’s border, 
the Martís provided audiences 
in Cuba with expert analysis 
of the situation and the Cuban 
government’s continued support of 
the Putin regime. Coverage included 
uncensored reporting on ongoing 
talks in Havana and elsewhere, and 
of Cuban officials’ efforts to deepen 
ties and explore collaboration in 
transportation, energy, industry and 
banking. The network also fact-
checked the Cuban government’s 
accusations of the U.S. targeting 
Moscow with what it called a 
“propaganda war” and sanctions.

MARTÍ FACEBOOK  
FAN GROWTH

Cuba +30.18%

Havana +13.20%

MARTÍ YOUTUBE

1.34 million views

Average duration 2:08

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

In April, Sylvia Rosabal was 
named the new Director of the 
Office of Cuba Broadcasting. 
Rosabal, the daughter of Cuban 
emigres, is an award-winning 
television and media executive 
with 30 years of experience 
at leading Spanish-language 
networks in the United States. 
She is the recipient of an 
Edward R. Murrow award, 
eight News and Documentary 
Emmys, and was named one of 
People en Español’s “25 Most 
Powerful Women.”

From the second webisode of “Subterráneo” (“Underground”). (OCB)

https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/311488.html
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/311488.html


52 | U.S. Agency for Global Media | 2021 Annual Report

To commemorate it’s anniversary 
and to examine the networks impact 
in Burma, RFA hosted a live virtual 
event titled, Burma: Journalism’s 
Power and Peril. Featuring an all-
star cast of experts and journalists, 
the anniversary event delved into 
RFA’s pivotal legacy in Burma, 

opening a bureau 10 years ago when 
the country first began loosening 
restrictions on media. And it 
shifted to the stark reality of the 
present, after the 2021 coup when 
the military seized power from the 
democratically elected government 
and criminalized all non-state-

controlled local media — a stunning 
reversal emblematic of challenges  
in Asia and the world.

As witnessed in Burma, 
authoritarian regimes throughout 
Asia greatly extended their 
stranglehold on independent 
media while adapting elaborate 
propaganda campaigns. RFA’s nine 
language services have pushed 
back in equal measure and worked 
tirelessly to bring high-quality, 
critical journalism to its audiences 
desperately in need of answers  
and accountability.

RFA CANTONESE and MANDARIN 
were at the forefront of covering 
both the ongoing COVID-19 crisis in 
China and the rapid deterioration 
of press and political freedom in 
Hong Kong. Last year, Hong Kong’s 
people’s reliance on RFA Cantonese’s 
coverage increased as local, 
independent news outlets, including 

Celebrating its 25th anniversary in September, Radio Free Asia continued  
to provide news, information, and commentary in nine East Asian 
languages to listeners who do not have access to full and free news 
media.  Unrest in Burma, continued human rights abuses in China, the 
deterioration of freedoms in Hong Kong and North Korea are just a few  
of the issues on which RFA reported. 

RADIO FREE ASIA

RFA reporter. (RFA)

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

https://www.rfa.org/about/releases/rfa-celebrates-its-25th-anniversary
https://www.rfa.org/about/releases/rfa-celebrates-its-25th-anniversary
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Apple Daily, Hong Kong Daily 
News and Stand News, shuttered 
operations. On the Mainland, RFA 
Mandarin maintained focus on 
the CCP’s crackdown on house 
churches and religious freedom, on 
CCP history and on the real lives of 
ordinary citizens.

Since the coup on February 1, 2021, 
the Myanmar military regime has 
mounted an aggressive crackdown 
on media, dismantling independent, 
local media and arresting scores of 
journalists. Last year, RFA BURMESE 
continued to challenge the 
narratives of the military, through 
its uncompromising coverage of 
ethnic conflicts. RFA, the first outlet 
to confirm the military had placed 
Aung San Suu Kyi under house 
arrest, saw its social media numbers 
soar to astronomical heights after  
the coup. Viral video of RFA 
journalist Aye Aye Mon’s tough line  
of questions at the military junta’s 
first press conference was viewed  
5 million times on Facebook in just  
one day. Despite the dangers, RFA  
reporters continued to bring extensive 
coverage on the junta’s unending 
human rights abuses, the brutal 
killing of civilians and the burning 
of villages across the country.

RFA’S UYGHUR SERVICE remained 
a primary source for news on 
the detention of millions of 
Uyghurs in internment camps 
within China’s Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region (XUAR). 

Last year, it produced exclusive 
radio and television interviews 
with internment camp survivors 
and broadcast reports confirming 
China’s attack on Uyghur language, 
culture, religion, traditions, customs, 
and values. RFA Uyghur sounded 
the alarm on the threat COVID-19 
poses for crowded and unsanitary 
internment camps, countering the 
CCP narrative that detainees need 
not fear the virus. The Service also 
exposed how Uyghurs were sent 
to China’s factories to work during 
the height of the COVID-19 crisis 
and continued to closely monitor 
the worsening human rights abuses 
in China’s northwestern Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR).  
Throughout the year, the service 
extensively covered developments of 
the independent Uyghur Tribunal in 
London, which, in December, found 
that China officially committed 
genocide in Xinjiang.

Throughout 2021, reporting news 
out of North Korea remained an 
incredible challenge. Even so, 
during the worldwide sensation 
of the South Korean TV show, 
‘Squid Game’, RFA KOREAN closely 
monitored the spread of smuggled 
USB copies of the viral show through 
North Korea. RFA Korean then 
broke the news that a citizen was 
sentenced to death for selling copies 
of the show — its exclusive report 
cited widely by global and South 
Korean media.

Fast Facts
LANGUAGES: 9

AUDIENCE: 59.8 million

EMPLOYEES: 292

BUDGET: $46.6 million

Awards
RFA’S 歪脑脑 | WHYNOT won 
the Hong Kong Human Rights 
Award, organized each year by 
the Foreign Correspondents 
Club of Hong Kong, Amnesty 
International, and the Hong 
Kong Journalists Association.

RFA AFFILIATE BENARNEWS  
won an Edward R. Murrow  
Award for its incisive journalism 
on the impact of COVID-19  
in Bangladesh.

RFA’S 歪脑脑 | WHYNOT  was 
named a winner by the Online 
News Association (ONA) for its 
impactful feature on the “lost” 
decade of the modern Chinese 
feminist movement, starting 
with the 2015 arrest of the group 
of five women who protested 
sexual harassment on public 
transportation

RFA’S MANDARIN SERVICE was 
named the winner of the arts 
and cultural news award by the 
Excellent Journalism Award 
Foundation for its video series 
on Hong Kong’s resistance  
art community.

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/military-coup-in-myanmar-and-economic-crisis-in-north-korea/id1545600633?i=1000507375942
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/military-arrests-01312021195220.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/military-arrests-01312021195220.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/video?v=1_xpu0247j
https://www.rfa.org/english/video?v=1_xpu0247j
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/torch-12132021221519.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/torch-12132021221519.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/uyghur-tribunal-06072021173432.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/tribunal-ruling-12092021063715.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/squidgame-11162021170422.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/squidgame-11162021170422.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/squidgame-11232021180155.html
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/radio-free-asia-whynot-win-hong-kong-human-rights-award-05192021130119.html
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/radio-free-asia-whynot-win-hong-kong-human-rights-award-05192021130119.html
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/benarnews-wins-murrow-award-08172021145102.html
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/benarnews-wins-murrow-award-08172021145102.html
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/6b6a8111-whynot-an-rfa-affiliate-wins-online-news-association-award
https://www.rfa.org/about/awards/rfa-mandarin-wins-journalism-award-in-taiwan
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Through Arabic-language television, digital and radio outlets, MBN 
provides accurate and objective news and information about the Middle 
East, the U.S. and the world. This is critical in a region where media 
outlets are largely controlled by governments or wealthy financiers who 
use the media to support their economic, religious and political interests.

MBN pushes back on disinformation 
spread by indigenous media 
with the new digital series “DID 
IT REALLY HAPPEN?” Each week it 
addresses dis- and misinformation 
located in Arabic media and 
uses fact-based reporting to set 
the record straight. Additionally, 
ALHURRA’s investigative series 
“ALHURRA INVESTIGATES” sheds 
light on regional and global 
issues brushed under the carpet 

by mainstream media. At the 
same time, “DEBATABLE” exposes 
misinterpretations of religion 
that permeate extremist rhetoric. 
“$2” examines the policies leading 
to poverty in the Arab world 
and Together highlights the 
struggles women endure to obtain 
outstanding achievements.

Outside influences also thrive in 
the region. Russia, China and Iran 

use economic and political power 
to influence the Middle East and 
North Africa. MBN is one of the few 
Arab media outlets that regularly 
challenges them. In 2021, Alhurra’s 
investigative unit delved into topics 
such as China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative, the origins of COVID, the 
plight of the Uyghurs, how Russian 
oligarchs with close ties to Putin 
are funding the Syrian regime, and 
Russia’s clandestine extermination 
program for its opponents.

Accurate reporting was critical as 
U.S. troops in Iraq transitioned from 
a combat mission to serving in an 
advisory role. As concerns grew 
throughout the country and violent 
attacks increased, MBN’s localized 
Iraqi television and radio networks 
reported on the changeover details 
from throughout Iraq. MBN also 
provided the U.S. perspective  
that Iraq remains a priority for  
the country.

MIDDLE EAST  
BROADCASTING NETWORKS

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Interviewing in Iraq. (MBN)
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In May, when violence erupted 
between Israel and Hamas, Alhurra’s 
correspondents were on the ground 
providing first-hand updates 
regarding the conflict and the 
U.S.’s attempts to mediate it. While 
most Arab outlets biased reporting 
supported Hamas, Alhurra also 
told the Israeli position, providing 
balance and context to the conflict.

MBN truly stands out in the Arabic 
media due to its coverage of the U.S.  
Audiences turned to MBN to learn  
about President Biden’s first year 
in office and his foreign policy 
priorities. However, MBN goes beyond  
politics by showing the American 
people’s lives and American values.  
New programs such as “OFF THE  
BEATEN PATH,” “MELTING POT,” 
“HUNA AMERICA (HERE IS AMERICA)” 
and the new podcast “AMERICAN 
HIGHLIGHTS” explore stories not 
found on any other Arabic media 
outlets. These programs build 
bridges and show Arab audiences 
the true nature of the U.S.

In 2021, MBN increased its presence 
as a source of news by reformatting 
SAWA radio to be all-news and 
adding new dynamic, localized 
shows focusing on economic 
empowerment, women’s rights and 
social and political issues.

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Fast Facts
LANGUAGE:  
1

AUDIENCE:  
31.1 million

EMPLOYEES:  
759

BUDGET:  
$106.6 million

Awards
The ProMax Global Excellence Awards awarded ALHURRA 
TELEVISION’S “REAL OR MADE UP” promotional video with the bronze 
trophy in the OMG! Category honoring promos designed to shock the 
viewer or create controversy, making them memorable. “Real or Made 
Up” was a part of Alhurra’s “Know the Whole Story” promotional 
campaign, created as a way to show viewers the importance of being 
informed of all sides of the story before they can truly comprehend 
it. A second video from the campaign, “SUICIDE OR PLAY”, was also a 
finalist in same category.

ALHURRA’S CREATIVE SERVICES team won the gold at the inter-
national Cannes Corporate Media and TV Awards 2021 for its 
augmented reality production depicting the U.S. Capitol. The video 
was part of Alhurra’s 2020 U.S. election coverage and illustrates the 
role of Congress and the importance of checks and balances in the U.S. 
government. The video won in the History and Personality/Portraits 
category. The network’s augmented reality video describing the U.S. 
elections was a finalist in the same category.

ALHURRA’S ELSAHA.COM report “LIVING YOUR DREAM” won third 
place for Best Feature Story in Multimedia at the 2021 Egyptian 
Syndicate of Journalists Awards-Photography Division. The winning 
report told the story of Demiana Nassar Hanna, an Egyptian woman 
whose dreams came true when she is lifted from obscurity to become 
a lead actress in a film.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=asqql6UNvy8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KlTUqgXnDEw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uv5s08JQ9k&list=PLlXih_wfMeQBM9SxXaQbG3tA5tM0Uxx2O&index=58
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uv5s08JQ9k&list=PLlXih_wfMeQBM9SxXaQbG3tA5tM0Uxx2O&index=58
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OTF works to advance internet freedom in repressive environments 
by supporting the research, development, implementation, and 
maintenance of technologies that increase free expression, circumvent 
censorship, and provide secure access to USAGM content and the 
broader internet to empower citizens worldwide to exercise their 
fundamental human rights online.

With ongoing support of USAGM 
and Congress, OTF continues to  
lead global efforts to advance a 
free and open internet. OTF has 
supported pioneering Internet 
freedom technologies that 
counter attempts by authoritarian 
governments to restrict freedom 
online. Today, OVER TWO BILLION 
PEOPLE GLOBALLY use OTF-
supported technology daily, and 
more than two-thirds of all mobile 
phone users have OTF-incubated 
technology on their devices.

Even as threats to internet freedom 
continue to mount as repressive 
regimes deploy increasingly bold 
and sophisticated censorship and 
surveillance tactics, OTF plays 
a critical role in protecting and 
advancing internet freedom. Over 
the last year, OTF has significantly 
expanded and diversified the 
number and types of circumvention 
tools it supports. Today, OTF-

supported circumvention tools are 
used by tens of millions of people 
monthly. Over the last year, these 
tools have proven particularly 
effective at responding to acute 
censorship surges, including in 
Myanmar, Cuba, Afghanistan, 
and Russia. For example, in 
Russia, following the invasion of 

Ukraine, usage of OTF-supported 
circumvention tools increased from 
several thousand daily users to 
over two million users per day, and 
ensured that Russian audiences 
could continue to successfully 
access RFE/RL and VOA content 
despite rapidly escalating Russian 
government censorship. OTF also 

OPEN TECHNOLOGY FUND

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

Current Time’s Roman Sukhan reports from Kyiv, Ukraine. OTF-supported circumvention tools ensured that 
Russian audiences could continue to successfully access RFE/RL and VOA content despite rapidly escalating 
Russian government censorship. (Current Time)
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successfully responded to numerous 
acute digital threats through the 
rapid response fund with projects 
in Myanmar, Cuba, Ukraine, Russia, 
Nigeria, Togo, El Salvador, Indonesia, 
and Azerbaijan.

In addition to responding to real-
time emergencies, OTF is also 
preparing for future challenges to 
internet freedom. OTF has played 
a critical role in uncovering new 
censorship techniques that have 
aided in the development of novel 
censorship-defeating technologies, 
including using AI-based algorithms 
to quickly identify evolving 
censorship tactics, investigating 
the underlying mechanisms of 
China’s Great Firewall, researching 
and identifying different types of 
internet shutdowns, and exploring 
the role of private internet service 
providers in exacerbating the 
effects of state-ordered censorship. 
OTF has also helped to advance 
state-of-the-art censorship 
circumvention by pioneering new 
publisher-side circumvention 
techniques and improving the 
security and performance of critical 
circumvention protocols.

One of the most pressing challenges 
to internet freedom is the increased 
use of internet shutdowns to 
minimize the spread of factual 

news and to quell activism. OTF 
has continued to support the 
development and deployment of 
shutdown-resilient technologies that 
allow individuals to communicate, 
distribute content, and courier data 
even when traditional internet 
access is unavailable.

Over the last year, OTF improved 
and expanded the capabilities 
of its Resource Labs, a set of 
mechanisms made available to 
OTF-funded projects to provide 
specialized support to, and build 
capacity among, the field of internet 
freedom practitioners. These 
resources include services to help 
improve the software security, aid 
in solving usability challenges that 
may hamper adoption of internet 
freedom tools in repressive contexts, 
and share successes, challenges,  
and lessons learned from projects  

to improve collective learning  
and knowledge sharing across  
the community.

OTF also supported its seventh 
and eighth classes of Information 
Controls Fellowship Program 
(ICFP). The fellows have conducted 
research on a variety of topics 
related to internet censorship, 
including techniques to identify and 
monitor censorship technologies, 
investigations into the underlying 
mechanisms used to identify and 
block censorship circumvention 
protocols, and understanding and 
centralizing internet shutdown data.

OTF Resource Labs

Localization Lab
Making internet freedom tools available in new languages

Secure Usability and Accessibility Lab
Offers secure usability and user-interface assistance to 
internet freedom and digital security tools

Red Team Lab
Strengthening the security of open-source internet  
freedom software

Learning Lab
Telling the stories of projects and the results they produce

ENTITY HIGHLIGHTS

https://www.opentech.fund/news/automating-censorship-evasion-strategies-to-unlock-closed-societies/
https://www.opentech.fund/labs/
https://www.opentech.fund/news/announcing-otfs-latest-class-of-information-controls-fellows/
https://www.opentech.fund/news/announcing-otfs-newest-8th-class-of-information-controls-fellows/
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FINANCIAL HIGHLIGHTS
The independent accounting 
firm, Kearney & Company, 
conducted our FY 2021 financial 
statement audit and issued an 
unmodified opinion on our 
Financial Statements. Preparing 
these statements allows USAGM 
to improve financial management 
and provide accurate and reliable 
information to Congress, the 
President, and the taxpayer. 
USAGM management is responsible 
for the integrity and objectivity of 
the financial information presented 
in the statements. The financial 
statements and financial data 
presented in this report have been 
prepared from the accounting 
records of USAGM in conformity 
with accounting principles in 
the United States of America and 
incorporate the application of the 
standards as prescribed by the 
Federal Accounting Standards 
Advisory Board.

 (in thousands) FY 2021 FY 2020

AT THE END OF THE YEAR: 
Condensed Balance Sheet Data:
Fund Balance with Treasury $ 253,758 $ 250,954
Cash and Other Monetary Assets 3 3
Accounts Receivable 241 313
Property, Plant and Equipment 46,651 58,705
Advances to Surrogate Broadcasters and  
Internet Freedom

95,000 85,500

Other 569 697
Total Assets $ 396,222 $ 396,172

Accounts Payable and Other $ 35,198 $ 30,017
Retirement and Payroll 50,586 49,035
Total Liabilities $ 85,784 $ 79,052

Unexpended Appropriations $ 292,620 $ 284,723
Cumulative Results of Operations 17,818 32,397
Total Net Position 310,438 317,120
Total Liabilities and Net Position $ 396,222 $ 396,172

FOR THE YEAR: 
Condensed Statement of Net Cost Data:
Total Cost $ 823,883 $ 824,858 
Total Earned Revenue (4,416) (4,275)
Total Net Cost of Operations $ 819,467 $ 820,583

BCI
$9.7m
(1%)

OTF
$20m
(2%)

VOA
$257m
(32%)

OCB
$12.9m

(2%)

RFA
$47.6m

(6%)

IBB
$42.8m

(5%)

TSI
$177.5m

(22%)

RFE/RL
$126.5m

(16%)

MBN
$108.9m

(14%)
Allocation of  
USAGM  
FY21 Budget



Alhurra reporter Sahar Arnaout in Lebanon. (MBN)
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