
 

 
 
 

October 14, 2025 
 

Dear Secretary Rubio, 
 
We are press freedom groups concerned with Israel’s illegal abduction, detention, and 
mistreatment of journalists covering efforts by human rights defenders to deliver humanitarian 
aid to the Gaza Strip via international waters. Like all global public officials, you have an 
obligation to defend the principle of press freedom broadly and advocate that journalists be free 
from attacks for their reporting. And as the U.S. Secretary State, it is your job to defend the 
rights of Americans persecuted by foreign governments abroad. Since October 1, three American 
journalists, Alex Colston and Noa Avishag Schnall of Drop Site News and Emily Wilder of 
Jewish Currents, have been seized in international waters and held at Ketziot prison in the Negev 
desert. The State Department has so far failed to advocate for them.  
 
Israel’s siege of Gaza, human rights defenders’ attempts to break it by delivering humanitarian 
aid via international waters, and Israel’s response to these efforts are all newsworthy subjects of 
immense public interest. It is vital to have journalists onboard these missions to document the 
historic effort to deliver aid to Gaza, as well as the Israeli response to these civilian vessels 
containing humanitarian aid. Israel has repeatedly engaged in grave human rights abuses to 
suppress efforts to bring aid to Gaza by sea. Journalists play an important role in documenting 
and reporting on such government abuses. Were the flotilla to have succeeded in its mission and 
reached the shores of Gaza, journalists aboard the flotilla would have been the first international 
reporters in Gaza since Israel blocked all foreign press. It is legitimate for journalists to be on 
these vessels and vital that they be protected.  
 
Israel has one of the worst records on press freedom in the world today. It has killed an 
unprecedented 248 journalists or media workers in Gaza since October 7, 2023. It has blocked 
the international press from entering Gaza and reporting on the war. It has banned critical media 
outlets like Al Jazeera from broadcasting from within Israel and has imposed draconian military 
censorship on all journalists operating within the country. Its sordid record continues with its 
treatment of journalists reporting on the flotilla. In violation of international law, Israel has 
intercepted these civilian vessels in international waters, subjecting everyone aboard–whether 
they are human rights defenders or journalists–to arbitrary detention. Israel has openly enacted a 
policy of treating all of those illegally detained as "terrorists."​
​
There have been credible reports, including from Colston, that those arbitrarily detained at 
Ketziot prison after being seized from the flotilla have been subjected to cruel, inhuman, or 

 



 

degrading treatment in violation of the Convention Against Torture. These include beatings, 
being forced to pose with the Israeli flag, and denial of medicine. According to American activist 
David Adler, he and other Jewish participants were singled out for special abuse due to their 
Jewish heritage. One of the journalists detained, Emily Wilder, was reporting for Jewish 
Currents.  
 
It is the responsibility of the State Department to advocate for American journalists. Yet the State 
Department has made no public condemnation of the unlawful detention of these reporters. 
Instead, Ambassador Mike Huckabee has taken to social media to attack members of Congress 
advocating for their constituents detained by Israel, demonizing the detained, and making 
partisan attacks unbecoming of an ambassador. Reports from the families of those detained or 
those released make clear that Americans detained in Israel have received minimal to no consular 
assistance, in stark contrast to other countries who immediately advocated for their own citizens 
and saw their earlier release.  
 
You must stand up for the rights of American journalists. We urge you to immediately condemn 
Israel’s seizure and detention of journalists. For any American journalist still detained, you must 
immediately work for their release. For those released, you must work to hold Israel accountable 
for their abuses against them. You must communicate clearly to Israel that they are not to detain 
journalists again during future flotilla efforts. Finally, we urge you to use your unique leverage 
on Israel to push them to allow international journalists to enter the Gaza Strip. 
 
Sincerely, 
Defending Rights & Dissent  
Freedom of the Press Foundation 
PEN America 
Radio Television Digital News Association  
Women Press Freedom, at CFWIJ 
Society of Environmental Journalists 
 

 
 


