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With human rights concerns as their focal interest and motivation, Witness is an organization which uses video advocacy and online technologies to reveal the different human rights violations being committed globally in order to facilitate direct action against them. In the day and age when internet streaming venues are growing at an alarming pace, Witness is up there amongst the most organized, efficient and purposeful streaming sites that exist. Founded in 1992 by activist and musician Peter Gabriel Witness covered the niche that existed for online media advocacy against human rights issues. The unique thing about Witness is that not only is it a site where independent parties and organizations can share and witness the media concerned with these human rights violations but they can move above and beyond simply documenting it and actually doing something about it. Their website does an incredibly good job of encouraging viewers to get involved and become active in one way or another and to help prevent further violations of human rights.

If we go to the website, initially we notice that there is an option of viewing the Witness website or another website called The Hub which is basically the offshoot project of Witness or the ‘global platform’ where the actual media can be viewed. The Hub not only provides itself as a platform where videos can be collected but can also be discussed, tagged, flagged, shared and rated. The options are outlined in a clear chronological manner where one can first “see it” under which the videos are sorted by various categories including region, issue, most recent, most viewed, and the highest rated ones in order to provide a clearer picture about the types of issues that are grabbing more attention or ones that are being documented the most, amongst other factors that are easy to pick up by the way this website is organized. The second option is “share it” which brings in the various groups one can get involved with to bring about change, the option to upload your own video exists under this option as well as a method of storing your own personal selected media in a library. The last option is to “take action” which presents the viewer with the various events and campaigns going on right now as well as useful resources including things like handbooks on establishing an international tribunal, search engines dedicated to information solely about human rights, as well as elaborate steps as to how your organization can get involved in documenting human rights violations to name a few examples. The last sub-heading under the option of “take action” is one that I found of particular interest labeled “video advocacy toolkit” which is a guide that the organization is working on to allow people to plan an effective and well thought out shoot to document violations being committed against people whilst simultaneously making sure to protect them from further harm. It will also explain various ways in which to make use of your material to gain the attention of audiences and appeal to those who want to get involved with you to take action. To add to this there is also a link to the Video Advocacy Insitute, another option which is a program that trains those interested in defending human rights to use their video-creating skills to their maximum. Interestingly enough this year’s (2008) VAI will be held in association with Concordia University’s Communication Studies program.
Aside from encouraging people to get involved in video advocacy, Witness also encourages people to get involved in making The Hub a better platform by asking for volunteers in the areas of research, content reviewing, transcribing, translating, blogging, media editing, web training and data entry. The opportunity to get involved and be a part of the Witness team is great for any new emerging talent as Witness videos are often shown at human rights and other documentary film festivals including the Media Matters film festival, allowing great exposure for those involved. In 2007 Witness was able to establish their first award at the SILVERDOCS film festival which is given in honor of Joey R.B Lozano, a courageous Philipino journalist involved with Witness. The latest film to win this award was “The Devil Came on Horseback”. 
Although Witness encourages practically anyone with a similar vision and an interest in making a change to get involved, there is a certain body of people that make Witness as successful as it is. These people or NGO’s are known as the ‘partners’ whose function is to bridge the gap between traditional forms of campaigning and video advocacy to reach the best mixture of the two to create the most awareness and involvement. The partners are divided into the ‘Core Partners’ which are a maximum of 15 per year and after having undergone intense collaboration with Witness on a more campaign-specific agenda, they become permanent members of the ‘Partner Network’ which is basically a network of all the organizations concerned with human rights that have collaborate with Witness and are now over 250 in number. Examples of ‘Core Partners’ are HURIFO (Human Rights Focus, Uganda), Burma Issues (Thailand, Burma) and Human Rights Center Memorial in Grozny (the Chechen Republic, Russian Federation. On the other hand, members of the ‘Partner Network’ include, EOHR (Egyptian Organization for Human Rights), Arab Association for Human Rights (Israel) and HRFT (Human Rights Foundation of Turkey) to name a few.
Keeping in mind the point of the existence of the organization, the audience it seems to draw should presumably be anyone of the age of 15 and above who is interested in advocacy of prevalent social issues concerning human rights violations. Other than independent parties, their audiences as well as those who contribute to the site are largely groups and independent organizations which have similar agendas such as Amnesty International, Dark Fibre Films and BreakThrough amongst many others. These groups can also be the “allies” of Witness and The Hub which basically means they have a shared vision and contribute to the maintenance and popularity of the organization and its unique form of media advocacy. The allies help Witness build their reputation by being backed by so many groups and also help make them look thoroughly collective and democratic and Witness in turn provides a great avenue for these NGO’s to project the media concerned with their own particular causes. 
The two things I found most interesting about the website is firstly the effort put behind its organization of material where one can search for videos by country or by individual human rights issue, read a summary about it as well as thorough and insightful background information concerning the human rights violation beind documented and furthermore, each video comes alongside related media and related groups which would help anyone interested in knowing as much as they can about the human rights violation they have just witnessed. Secondly, under the same category of organization, I found the layout of their website very well thought out with interesting colors that were not overdone and a good plan of what to divide between the Witness page and The Hub page. I also found that unlike websites like Citizen Shift or One World the social causes which are the focus of Witness are narrowed down to human rights violations leaving out concerns like the environment for example which helps them in being very specific and having a wealth of information that can be well categorized and isn’t confusing to the viewer. One of the common criticisms about websites that show videos which have the potential to have such graphic images and disturbing stories is the idea that the people who put them up run the risk of ‘desensitizing’ their audiences and hence making people indifferent to the crimes committed because they’re so publicly on display that it stops being a big deal. On the other hand, there is also the risk of being desensitized to such an extent that actually committing and being involved in such crimes also doesn’t seem like such a big concern. My defense on the behalf of Witness is that I think they do a good job of providing enough information about the violation they have a media clip on as well as all the background information needed to contextualize the crimes and stop people from making ignorant assumptions or using the clips as entertainment if that was their initial intention. Not only do they provide enough information to make sense of their media but they also encourage anyone and everyone to take direct action which is something most websites don’t do and that is another plus point of the organization and the website. Lastly, the website is currently in English, French and Spanish but amongst many other updates they are going to have in the near future such as petitions, interactive maps, and direct cell phone-to-Hub uploads they are also going to have the website available in Arabic, Russian and Chinese to make it even more universally accessible and get more people involved. 
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