
A year after Trump administration cuts,
Voice of America and its sister outlets are
mostly shadows of their former selves

Layoffs, lawsuits and lost trust have left US-funded global news outlets
diminished, creating openings for authoritarian leaders abroad
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Begum Donmez Ersoz was in the hospital for high blood pressure, 29

weeks pregnant with twins, when she got her first termination letter from

Voice of America.

For nearly seven years, Donmez Ersoz had worked for the broadcaster,

covering the White House for audiences in Turkey — a country in which

“all possible means” are used to stifle critics, according to Reporters

Without Borders. But that job seemed to evaporate in an instant last

March when President Donald Trump ordered the elimination of Voice of

America and its sister media outlets under the U.S. Agency for Global

Media.

That night, doctors told Donmez Ersoz she would have to deliver her

twins. For the next several months, Donmez Ersoz had to juggle worries

about the health of her children — both of whom had to stay in the

neonatal intensive care unit for an extended period of time — and concerns

over the loss of her job and the health insurance that came with it. Voice

of America, which had largely shut down by that point, was of no help.

“It was the scariest time and the hardest time of my life,” Donmez Ersoz

said.

A year later, Donmez Ersoz and hundreds of other contractors have not

yet returned to their roles at the USAGM-affiliated outlets. For many of

them, their terminations are likely permanent. Hundreds more full-time

employees are expected to return as soon as next week, following a recent

ruling by a federal judge, but confusion abounds over the logistics of

restarting operations after more than a year away.
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Regardless, as a group, the USAGM-affiliated outlets — which include

Voice of America and the Office of Cuba Broadcasting, as well as grantee

organizations Radio Free Asia, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and

Middle East Broadcasting Network — are largely shadows of their former

selves. All have had to cut staff and programming, with some halting

production entirely at points over the past year.

The loss of coverage has been a boon for authoritarian leaders abroad, say

USAGM journalists, who are responsible for delivering reliable news and

information to audiences who live in countries that lack a free press.

Though the outlets are funded by the U.S. government, they are editorially

independent.

USAGM did not respond to a request for comment.

The fact that the USAGM-affiliated outlets are still standing is likely due to

a series of lawsuits they filed challenging the Trump administration’s

efforts to withhold the funds Congress had appropriated for them.

Congress appeared to reiterate its support for the outlets last month when

it appropriated $653 million for the agency.

Still, the future of the outlets remains uncertain. Victories in court over

the past year have restarted the flow of funding for grantee organizations,

undone some of the layoffs at USAGM and brought new leadership to the

agency. But Kari Lake — who U.S. District Court Judge Royce Lamberth

found had illegally run USAGM for the past year — has said she will stay

on as deputy CEO.

“When we got our appropriation, all of a sudden, it was like, ‘OK, I think

this thing survives,’” said Voice of America director of strategy and

performance assessment Kate Neeper, who sued USAGM over VOA’s
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shutdown, along with several of her colleagues, including White House

bureau chief Patsy Widakuswara, the lead plaintiff. “I don’t know what

form it survives in. I don’t know if we’re associated with it at all. I don’t

know if Patsy and I are going back. But something survives. Some kind of

Voice of America is going to come out the other end of this.”

Mass layoffs

Before Lake took an axe to USAGM last March by placing more than 1,000

journalists on leave and withholding millions of dollars in grants, the

agency’s outlets had developed a robust international presence,

collectively broadcasting to more than 440 million people.

One year later, the scale of the damage is clear in the depleted staffing and

reduced language services.

Voice of America, for example, had approximately 800 employees and

another nearly 600 contractors last March, according to Neeper.

Broadcasting in all 49 languages stopped completely when Lake

terminated contracts and placed full-time employees on leave. In May, the

outlet started bringing back some staff and resumed broadcasting in four

languages.

Now, roughly 130 staff members — both employees and contractors — are

actively working, producing reporting in just six languages.

Radio Free Asia, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and Middle East

Broadcasting Network were able to continue broadcasting because, unlike

Voice of America and Office of Cuba Broadcasting, they are independent

organizations. But they still experienced cuts after losing their funding.
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After Lake stopped dispersing grants to Radio Free Asia, the outlet quickly

terminated almost all of its 500 contractors and stringers. The majority of

its 400 full-time staff were soon furloughed, and many were later laid off.

Radio Free Asia’s current staff is roughly half of its previous size,

spokesperson Rohit Mahajan said. Starting late last year, the outlet has

slowly resumed various language services. Languages spoken in China, like

Mandarin and Tibetan, were a priority, said executive editor Rosa Hwang,

in part because the Chinese government was quick to fill in the gaps Radio

Free Asia left behind in the wake of the cuts. She cited Uyghur as another

example, since Radio Free Asia is the only independent Uyghur news outlet

in the world.

Kari Lake speaks at the Conservative Political Action Conference on Feb. 21, 2025, in Oxon Hill, Maryland. As a leader at the U.S.

Agency for Global Media, Lake oversaw cuts to Voice of America and related outlets. (AP Photo/Jose Luis Magana)
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Middle East Broadcasting Network was already in the midst of

restructuring to become a smaller, nimbler, “digital first” outlet when it

got hit by Lake’s “brutal” cuts, president and CEO Jeffrey Gedmin said. At

the time, it had 503 employees and 114 contractors. Within a month, the

outlet cut hundreds of staff. It later stopped broadcasting to linear

television, instead sharing its reporting via other platforms like social

media and newsletters. Now, the outlet has 49 employees and 94

contractors.

“(The cuts) started with strategic judgments about how to reform and

become more competitive,” Gedmin said. “It became a survival strategy

because we actually genuinely faced bankruptcy.”

Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty also implemented mass furloughs and

canceled contracts after the March 2025 cuts. Later in the year, it closed its

Hungarian service, which had relaunched in 2020 over concerns about

press freedom under Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, according to The

Associated Press.

Though Office of Cuba Broadcasting was also caught up in the cuts Lake

implemented, it was “by and large, the one USAGM outlet that survived

the decimation,” said Clayton Weimers, the executive director of Reporters

Without Borders’ U.S. office.

USAGM did not answer questions about Office of Cuba Broadcasting

staffing levels, and the outlet’s deputy director, Álvaro Alba, did not

respond to multiple requests for comment. But in a July op-ed for The

Miami Herald that has since been taken down, Alba wrote that the outlet

reopened its doors on March 26, 2025, less than two weeks after Lake

placed USAGM employees on leave. Still, the outlet faced “staffing

limitations” and had to restructure, Alba wrote.
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Threats abroad

As Trump and Lake announced cuts to USAGM, panic rippled through its

affiliated outlets. Many of the outlets employed journalists from countries

with authoritarian governments. If they lost their jobs — and consequently

their work visas — they could be deported back to their home countries,

where they could face punishment for their journalism.

In response to the cuts, journalists at the outlets filed five separate

lawsuits against Lake and USAGM. All five mentioned visas. In the

meantime, staff at the outlets and their allies worked to help those most at

risk.

Those efforts included fundraising and assistance with asylum cases.

Supporters also contacted universities and media organizations seeking

fellowships and jobs that would allow vulnerable USAGM journalists to

remain in the country.

“It’s difficult because it’s not like there’s a whole lot of money hiring jobs

in journalism right now,” Weimers said. “It’s also difficult in academia at a

time when the universities were under very direct attack from the Trump

administration. So it was a challenge, but I think we avoided the worst-

case scenarios.”

The Trump administration and USAGM’s detractors have criticized the

hiring of foreign nationals, alternately portraying them as a security risk

and as a threat to American journalists seeking jobs.

But foreign journalists bring valuable connections and knowledge beyond

just their language skills, said Widakuswara, who initially joined the

outlet’s Indonesian service on a visa. “By hiring me, they also hired my
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connections and my networks.”

That principle applies to journalists and stringers hired abroad. At Radio

Free Asia, reporters on the ground help the outlet cover areas that are

extremely difficult for independent journalists to gain access to, like Tibet,

North Korea and Myanmar.

“Because of the disruption last year, we lost important sources inside some

of these areas, which makes the work even harder,” Hwang said. “We have

a pretty substantial record of breaking many stories that mainstream news

organizations simply couldn’t cover because we have the language

A North Korean guard post is seen through a fence near the border in Paju, South Korea, on June 21, 2024. Access to countries like

North Korea is tightly restricted, leaving outlets such as Radio Free Asia among the few sources of independent reporting. (AP

Photo/Lee Jin-man)
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expertise, source networks and editorial focus on places others just can’t

reach. So when those resources shrink, it becomes very difficult to sustain

that level of exclusive reporting.”

Several USAGM-affiliated journalists have been arrested for their work.

Prior to the cuts, staff at the agency were responsible for advocating for

their release. Now, it is unclear who in the U.S. government is monitoring

those cases. Weimers said he has brought the issue up in meetings at the

State Department and has not received a straight answer.

One case Weimer said he was worried about was that of Reza Valizadeh,

an Iranian American journalist who worked for Radio Free Europe/Radio

Liberty’s Persian service and is now imprisoned in Tehran. “We don’t

really know what’s going on with him right now, and we don’t know if the

Trump administration is taking his imprisonment in an urban prison in

account with their airstrikes, for instance.”

An uncertain future

Though the legal challenges against Lake and USAGM have notched the

outlets several important victories, journalists still worry about what’s to

come.

When Reporters Without Borders first signed onto the lawsuit headed by

Widakuswara, its path to victory was unclear, Weimers said. But

incremental court victories ultimately saved the jobs of the 800 full-time

Voice of America employees who were put on leave. On March 7,

Lamberth ruled that Lake had led USAGM illegally and voided all of her

actions from July 13 to Nov. 19, including layoffs.
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“What (the lawsuit) did was it froze things in place while things dragged

out in court, and Congress rediscovered its love of these programs, and it

realized that they’re important and that they represent American values,”

Weimers said.

Donmez Ersoz credited the lawsuit with prolonging the period during

which she and her family could access health insurance. Her termination

letter said she would be issued a formal notice effective March 31, 2025. A

few days before that deadline, she received another notice that she would

remain on leave with her regular pay and benefits. She was then able to

add her newborn twins to her health insurance plan. She ultimately did

not lose her job and coverage until May 30.

Court rulings in the lawsuits by the grantee organizations forced USAGM

to disburse the funds those outlets were owed. Still, payments have been

unpredictable, often arriving late. Middle East Broadcasting Network, for

example, received its February grant on March 3.

“It’s very hard when you don’t actually know what the next one to three

months look like,” Gedmin said. “Operationally and strategically — trying

to reach your audience, trying to develop new products and programming

— it’s difficult. We’re doing OK. We’re doing better. But it’s challenging.”
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Though Congress supported USAGM in February by appropriating $653

million for the agency, that figure is roughly 25% less than the agency’s

budget the year before. The grantee organizations are also facing

additional challenges in covering expenses that USAGM used to fund.

For example, USAGM used to negotiate contracts to provide the affiliated

media outlets with editorial tools like newswire services and audience

analytics tools at a cheaper rate. Now, Radio Free Asia must negotiate

those contracts on its own. Especially costly has been self-financing

transmissions after the agency cut off access to transmitters.

On Tuesday, Lamberth ordered that USAGM must bring back to work the

hundreds of Voice of America employees who have been on leave since

March last year. It is unclear what that process will look like.

The U.S. Capitol is seen on Feb. 27, 2026, in Washington. Congress recently approved funding for the U.S. Agency for Global Media,

which oversees Voice of America. (AP Photo/Rahmat Gul)
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Widakuswara and Neeper said Thursday morning they had not heard from

the agency about return-to-work plans.

Both said they anticipate widespread logistical issues. For one, most

employees don’t have security badges to enter the VOA offices, work

laptops or work phones. The outlet must also renew satellite contracts,

which will be expensive.

Even if those problems are fixed, a deeper challenge remains.

“The hardest, hardest, hardest thing is to regain the trust of our audience,”

Widakuswara said. “That’s gone. The 360 million weekly global audience

— we have left them alone for a year, basically, and now the limited

content that’s coming out is reflective largely of the administration’s point

of view.”

Widakuswara added that VOA must also rebuild relationships with media

partners. Before the cuts, 4,200 television, radio and digital outlets across

the world carried VOA’s content.

Returning staff will likely have to contend with new leadership. In

response to Lamberth’s ruling that Lake had occupied her position

illegally, Trump nominated Sarah Rogers, the under secretary of state for

public diplomacy, as CEO of USAGM. Michael Rigas, the deputy secretary

of state for management and resources, was named acting CEO.

Their plans for USAGM are unclear. The State Department did not

respond to a request for comment. On X, Rogers said that if she is

confirmed, she plans to serve her new role concurrently with her State

Department role.
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Under Secretary of State Sarah B. Rogers
@UnderSecPD · Follow

I am deeply honored by, and grateful for, President 
Donald J. Trump’s nomination to lead the U.S. Agency for 
Global Media – a role I will hold concurrently with this one 
if confirmed. I am excited to get started, and look forward 
to engaging with the Hill.

Truth-telling and Show more
12:45 AM · Mar 13, 2026

4.5K Reply Copy link

Read 904 replies

Weimers said he takes issue with that. Both are massive roles, and it would

not be logistically possible to do both, he said. That leaves two

possibilities. One is that Rogers would be CEO on paper, with Lake

continuing to shape USAGM as deputy CEO. The other is that the

administration plans to collapse the two roles and essentially fold USAGM

into the State Department, which Weimers said would be a “huge

mistake.”

“It will undermine the credibility and the editorial independence that

these media organizations have by statute and which you need in order to

operate and be credible around the world,” he said. “And it threatens to

turn all of these organizations into essentially propaganda arms of the U.S.

government.”

In the meantime, the legal battles will likely continue. Lake wrote on X last

week in response to Lamberth’s ruling that she is “even more determined

to finish the job.” DONATE
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While Lamberth’s ruling saved the jobs of hundreds of journalists, it did

not save Donmez Ersoz’s because she was a contractor. She is hopeful that

a future ruling might mean she could return to work. Covering the White

House for Voice of America had been her dream job.

“There have been so many missed reporting opportunities at this

important time in terms of what’s happening in the region, what’s

happening in the Middle East, U.S. foreign policy, Turkey-U.S. relations,”

Donmez Ersoz said. “So there were a lot of good opportunities for us to be

able to report on what’s going on, and it’s really heartbreaking to see that

we’re not able to do that.

“At the end of the day, this was one of the missions of Voice of America,

right? To be able to tell the American story, to be able to tell our audience

every side of the story in a balanced manner.”

Correction (March 24, 2026, 2:43 p.m.): An earlier version of this story

incorrectly said that Reza Valizadeh worked for Voice of America. He worked

for Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. The story has been updated.

Poynter is documenting federal actions affecting journalists, including

funding cuts, lawsuits and firings, as part of its Press Freedom Watch.

Poynter is a nonprofit dedicated to keeping journalism strong and
grounded in sound values.

Join our donor community to help us continue this critical work.
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Angela Fu is a reporter for Poynter. She can be reached at afu@poynter.org, on Signal at

angelafu.74, on Bluesky @angelanfu.bsky.social and on Twitter @angelanfu.
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More News

Nonprofit newsrooms have grown, but they still generate a
fraction of what newspapers once did
A new report finds most rely on philanthropy for much of their funding, with limited revenue
from subscriptions, ads and memberships

April 7, 2026  Eric Rynston-Lobel
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Opinion | Savannah Guthrie made a graceful return to NBC’s
‘Today’ show
Back on Monday, months after her mother’s disappearance, Guthrie and her colleagues
acknowledged the moment without letting it overtake the broadcast

April 7, 2026  Tom Jones

Claims that a bullet test cleared the Charlie Kirk suspect are
misleading
Experts say the ‘inconclusive’ result is common and does not rule out that the rifle linked to
the suspect was used

April 7, 2026  Loreben Tuquero
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State of the Fact-Checkers: Audiences grow as finances worsen
A new IFCN report finds fact-checking organizations cut staff and relied more heavily on
grants as financial pressure mounted

April 6, 2026  The International Fact-Checking Network
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BACK TO NEWS

Fact-checkers reached more people in 2025. That didn’t help their
finances
A survey of accredited fact-checking organizations worldwide found layoffs rose, coverage
narrowed and reliance on single funders remained high

April 6, 2026  Enock Nyariki

DONATE

Poynter asks for your consent to use your

personal data for the following purposes:

Personalised advertising and content, advertising and content

measurement, audience research and services development

Store and/or access information on a device

Your personal data will be processed and information from your device

(cookies, unique identifiers, and other device data) may be stored by,

accessed by and shared with 211 partners, or used specifically by this site.

We and our partners may use precise geolocation data. 

Some vendors may process your personal data on the basis of legitimate

interest, which you can object to by managing your options below. Look

for a link at the bottom of this page or in the site menu to manage or

withdraw consent in privacy and cookie settings.

List of partners.

4/8/26, 6:13 AM A year after Trump administration cuts, Voice of America and its sister outlets are mostly shadows of their former s…

https://www.poynter.org/business-work/2026/voa-usagm-cuts-layoffs-funding-lawsuits-trump-press-freedom/ 19/21

https://www.poynter.org/news
https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/2026/fact-checkers-financial-losses-strain/
https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/2026/fact-checkers-financial-losses-strain/
https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/2026/fact-checkers-financial-losses-strain/
https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/2026/fact-checkers-financial-losses-strain/
https://www.poynter.org/author/enyariki/
https://www.poynter.org/author/enyariki/
https://www.poynter.org/
https://poynterfoundation.fundjournalism.org/poynter/


Support responsible news and fact-
based information today!

DONATE

 NEWS

 TRAINING

 ETHICS & LEADERSHIP

 FACT-CHECKING

 MEDIA LITERACY

 ABOUT US

DONATE

Poynter asks for your consent to use your

personal data for the following purposes:

Personalised advertising and content, advertising and content

measurement, audience research and services development

Store and/or access information on a device

Your personal data will be processed and information from your device

(cookies, unique identifiers, and other device data) may be stored by,

accessed by and shared with 211 partners, or used specifically by this site.

We and our partners may use precise geolocation data. 

Some vendors may process your personal data on the basis of legitimate

interest, which you can object to by managing your options below. Look

for a link at the bottom of this page or in the site menu to manage or

withdraw consent in privacy and cookie settings.

List of partners.

4/8/26, 6:13 AM A year after Trump administration cuts, Voice of America and its sister outlets are mostly shadows of their former s…

https://www.poynter.org/business-work/2026/voa-usagm-cuts-layoffs-funding-lawsuits-trump-press-freedom/ 20/21

https://www.poynter.org/
https://poynterfoundation.fundjournalism.org/poynter/
https://www.poynter.org/mediawise/
https://www.poynter.org/
https://poynterfoundation.fundjournalism.org/poynter/


Customer Service  Tips & Story Ideas  Advertising  Work at Poynter  Privacy Policy

Subscribe to Poynter’s newsletters  Media Jobs  Events

© All Rights Reserved Poynter Institute 2026

The Poynter Institute for Media Studies, Inc. is a non-profit 501(c)3. The EIN for the organization is 59-1630423. You can view The Poynter

Institute’s most-recent public financial disclosure form 990 here.

Poynter asks for your consent to use your

personal data for the following purposes:

Personalised advertising and content, advertising and content

measurement, audience research and services development

Store and/or access information on a device

Your personal data will be processed and information from your device

(cookies, unique identifiers, and other device data) may be stored by,

accessed by and shared with 211 partners, or used specifically by this site.

We and our partners may use precise geolocation data. 

Some vendors may process your personal data on the basis of legitimate

interest, which you can object to by managing your options below. Look

for a link at the bottom of this page or in the site menu to manage or

withdraw consent in privacy and cookie settings.

List of partners.

4/8/26, 6:13 AM A year after Trump administration cuts, Voice of America and its sister outlets are mostly shadows of their former s…

https://www.poynter.org/business-work/2026/voa-usagm-cuts-layoffs-funding-lawsuits-trump-press-freedom/ 21/21

mailto:info@poynter.org
mailto:news@poynter.org
https://www.poynter.org/advertise
https://jobs.mediajobboard.com/company/the-poynter-institute-278801
https://www.poynter.org/privacy-policy/
https://www.poynter.org/newsletters/
https://www.poynter.org/media-jobs/
https://www.poynter.org/events/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/591630423

