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This Report  

  

  

This report is part of the activities of a program, the International 
Advocacy Program, by the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies 
(CIHRS) intended to strengthen human rights protection and promotion in 
the Arab region by increasing the ability of local and national actors to 
utilize international and regional human rights mechanisms to further their 
organizational goals, while simultaneously mobilizing the international 
community to take effective action to promote human rights throughout the 
region.  

The primary goal of this report is to monitor and analyze significant 
human rights developments within the Arab region during the year 2008 
(September 2007-October 2008), with a particular focus on several key 
countries.  The main methodology employed involved making contextually 
informed observations with regard to the regression or progress made toward 
securing various rights and freedoms in the region.  The process toward the 
realization of these rights and freedoms are taken as indicators of the level of 
political will among Arab regimes to proceed towards democratic reform 
and respect for human rights. Given the fact that Arab countries have been 
exceptionally resistant to various democratic transition processes that have 
occurred in other regions of the world during the last fifty years, the ability 
to make a holistic contextual assessment of the progress toward human rights 
promotion and the willingness of governments in the Arab region to allow 
for or work toward such reform is critical for ongoing efforts to achieve such 
reform.  

The report largely focuses on significant legislative developments and 
practices relating to political participation, freedom of opinion and 
expression, freedom of religion and belief, and peaceful assembly and 
association. The report also focuses on the approach taken by authorities 
towards civil society organizations; the impunity enjoyed by perpetrators of 
human rights violations and crimes; and the denial of the rights of minorities. 
In addition, the report monitors and documents violations committed against 
political activists, human rights defenders and advocates of reform in the 
region.  
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The report, given its scope and objectives, differs from other traditional 
reports that comprehensively monitor and investigate violations of particular 
rights. Instead, it focuses on the most significant indicators of general 
progress and/or deterioration in the respect for, and promotion of, such 
rights. 

The report reviews the main human rights developments in 12 Arab 
countries including Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Sudan, Syria, 
Lebanon, Palestine, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Yemen.  

The choice of countries was made in relation to their political weight and 
the role they play in the Arab regional order. Some countries, such as 
Morocco and Bahrain, were chosen due to the international perception of 
being most qualified for real democratic transformation. Whereas other 
countries, like Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Syria, have been the subject of many 
international reform initiatives, while, at the same time experiencing 
increasing domestic pressures for reform. 

Other countries were chosen because of their specific context, either as a 
result of occupation, as is the case in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, or 
because of civil wars or terrorist activities, as in Yemen, Sudan, and 
Lebanon, or for belonging to  both categories as in Iraq. The report dedicates 
a full chapter to the study of the impact of occupation and armed conflicts on 
the human rights situations in these countries. 

The report is based on background papers prepared by researchers and 
human rights activists from their respective countries, and  well-documented 
information provided by Arab and international human rights groups and 
organizations. These have been combined and enhanced by assessments, 
observations and information provided by members of the Advisory Board 
of CIHRS International Advocacy program, individuals who  are citizens of 
and have a long history of monitoring and fighting for human rights reforms 
in most of the countries covered by this report.   

The report also covers the performance of Arab states before international 
and  regional Human Rights Mechanisms, including at the United Nations, in 
the context of Euro-Mediterranean partnership, and the role played by the 
League of Arab States .   

Enhancing Human Rights in the Arab region does not only depend on the 
behavior of governments, or on regional and international developments, but 
also on the extent to which the system and philosophy of human rights and 
democratic values are rooted in the prevailing culture.  Recognizing the 
importance of culture in this respect, a full chapter is assigned in the report 
to the valuable study by Dr. Mohamed El Sayyed Said on the impact of the 
political and religious culture on the situation of Human Rights in the Arab 
region. 
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Preface    

The Dilemma of Human Rights between a Lack of 

Political Will and the Emerging Forms of Resistance  

Bahey eldin Hassan*     

This report seeks to illustrate the extent and nature of human rights 
challenges in the Arab region in light of the fact that no country in this 
region is classified by international institutions as free or democratic.  

A lack of political will needed for guaranteeing respect for human rights 
is the key to understand the chronic challenge of promoting human rights 
and democratic governance in the Arab region. 

Arab countries can be classified into five different categories concerning 
the level of political will for democratic and human rights reform: 

1. The first category of countries/territories is characterized by leadership 
that lacks the ability to effectively exert of its political will due to their total 
or partial political subjugation and/or due to the inability of the country s 
political forces to reach a sustained and/or stable political balance of power.   

Iraq is an ideal example of this category of countries, where decision-
making is largely in the hands of the multi-national force while the ruling 
sectarian coalition and several terrorist groups are competing for power. The 
result is disastrous and has profound implications on the human rights 
situation. 

                                                

 

* General Director of the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies CIHRS. 
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Palestine is yet another example. It has been under occupation for several 
decades, throughout which the Palestinian people have been subject to every 
type of human rights violation that exists, including, most importantly, their 
right to self-determination. The suffering of the Palestinian people has been 
increasing over the past two years due in part to the escalation of armed 
conflict between Hamas and Fatah. This situation reached a climax during 
the armed insurrection which brought Hamas to power in Gaza, and which 
coincided with the humanitarian crises caused by the total blockade and  
siege of the Gaza strip by Israel. The exacerbation of the suffering of the 
Palestinian people caused by increasingly violent and repressive actions by 
both Hamas and Fatah constitutes a negative indicator of the political 
intentions of these two political entities if and when they gain the right to 
self-determination. The actions of the Palestinian delegation at the UN 
Human Rights Council, including the recent role it plays to restrict the work 
of NGOs in the Council, regardless of the fact that NGOs are the main 
supporters for the rights of the Palestinian people is another indicator that the 
Palestinian Authorities may not be totally committed to ensuring democratic 
processes and human rights are respected in the OPTs if independence is 
achieved.   

Despite the fact that Lebanon possesses the means to become a key 
democratic country in the Arab Region, it has been subsumed under the 
same category as Iraq and Palestine, as decisions relating to internal 
Lebanese affairs are highly subject to the influence of other states like Syria, 
Iran and Israel.  

2. The second category of countries are characterized by the absence of  a 
sufficient political will by ruling elites to break completely free from a  
heritage of past  human rights violations.  

This category of states is exemplified by Morocco.  Respect for and 
promotion of human rights in Morocco is relatively better as compared to the 
rest of the Arab countries. Over the last few years, Morocco took important 
steps to unveil and acknowledge past violations and to bring perpetrators to 
justice. Morocco also introduced amendments for legislative reforms and 
expanded the relative freedom enjoyed by the press and civil society 
associations. However, Morocco has recently witnessed a setback to reform 
as the authorities have once again resorted to torture and arbitrary arrests. 
Furthermore, its quasi-independent judiciary is used to terrorize independent 
press organizations through harsh, unfounded court rulings. The situation is 
a cause of concern and it is feared that such practices could again become 
fixed patterns. 
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3. The third category of countries includes states with governments that 
have indicated they possess a political will to initiate a reform process, but 
which have failed to translate this will into any concrete improvement in 
human rights, and in which the human rights situation, despite reformist 
rhetoric, has often  deteriorated.   

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia could have been included in the second 
category especially after king Abdullah Bin Abdul Aziz came to power; as 
some political analysts and human rights advocates had speculated that 
Saudi Arabia would witness qualitative human rights progress under his 
reign given the reformist nature of his earlier discourse as Crown Prince. 
These hopes were fueled when he announced royal amnesty for three Saudi 
reformists who had been earlier arrested upon coming into power in 2005. 
However, prospects of reform seem bleak now as security bodies have 
rearrested two of the three figures pardoned by the King, and persecuted and 
arrested a number of other reformists and bloggers. State censorship and 
control of the media has only been tightened as websites are banned, on-air 
broadcasting of Saudi TV programs is prohibited, and the establishment of 
independent Human Rights NGOs is forbidden. 

Jordan could also have fallen into the second category had it not been for 
the setback it has been witnessing after taking limited steps towards reform. 
Torture has again become a regular policy of the state over the last year. One 
of the Arab Region's worst laws of associations has been adopted. Further, 
the last parliamentarian election- that was once again manipulated- is 
considered by observers as the worst in the history of Jordan  

Bahrain followed the Jordanian example on reform initiatives followed 
by human rights setbacks.  However, its reform setbacks started earlier and 
have proceeded faster.  More reversal is recorded by each year each year 
brings a further deterioration in the human rights situation in Bahrain in 
contrast to what was hoped for from the reformist project adopted by King 
Hamad bin Issa Al Khalifa. The country is gradually reverting  to the highly 
repressive ruling pattern of the Kings  late father, a time when Bahrain 
lagging behind other Gulf countries in terms of respect for human rights. 

Failure of Sheikh Hamad Bin Issa's reformist project can be attributed to 
a refusal among the monarchy to recognize the religious and sectarian 
plurality within the Bahraini society. Shiites in Bahrain represent the 
majority of the population, yet are treated as second class citizens by the 
government. Thus, there has been a resort to the use of security bodies in 
order to centralize and protect the monopoly of power and wealth enjoyed by 
the Sunni minority. In the years 2007 and 2008, censorship on electronic and 
print media was tightened as several websites were closed and a large 
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number of journalists were arrested and brought to court. Peaceful 
demonstrations were severely curbed, resulting in the death of a human 
rights defender. Political activists and human rights advocates were 
arbitrarily arrested. Some were tortured and maltreated. A number of Human 
Rights organizations were denied registration and the ones that were closed 
were forbidden from applying for re-registration.   

4. The countries that fall under the fourth category are countries in 
which the leadership is completely unwilling to take a path of reform, and 
instead actively fight against reformists.  Syria and Tunisia are typical 
examples of these countries, whereas Egypt is a unique example. The 
Egyptian government not only fights reform and reformists at the national 
level, but also at the regional and international arenas. At the national level, 
several tools have been used to confront and repress active movements 
calling for democracy and human rights. Such movements reached a climax 
in 2004 and 2005 but have recently been ebbing as a result of the wide-scale 
systematic counterattack orchestrated by the ruling regimes as of late 2005. 
The Constitution, legislation, media and  character assassinations in state 
propaganda, security forces, emergency laws, military and other forms of 
exceptional justice were all employed to suspend political activities and 
suppress activists.  Repressive policies also extended to the independent 
press, electronic media, bloggers, workers movements, Human Rights 
NGOs, the Judges Club as well as independent judges. 

In the case of Egypt,  repression of reformists has even been exported to 
the regional and international levels. At the regional level, the Egyptian 
government used the League of Arab States (LAS) as an umbrella to enact 
legislation that restricts the media, especially in relation to satellite channels 
and electronic media. Internationally, the Egyptian government sought to use 
its joint presidency of the Union for the Mediterranean to undermine the role 
played by civil society organizations in the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership. 
Through its presidency of the African Group and the leading role it plays 
within the Arab Group and the Organization of Islamic Conference, the 
Egyptian government strived to weaken the UN Human Rights Council and 
to limit active participation by NGOs in UN Human Rights mechanisms. 
This falls in line with the unprecedented measure to- for the first time since 
NGOs were first established quarter a century ago- close two Egyptians 
Human Rights NGOs and to reject requests by international human rights 
organizations, including the Office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, to set up branch offices in Egypt. . 

5. The last category of governments not only resists reform and harass 
reformists, but also wage armed war against their own people. This applies 
to the cases of Sa ada in Yemen, Darfur and other regions in Sudan. 
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Meanwhile, the governments of both Yemen and Sudan are waging another 
war to curb or terrorize any independent national voice that criticizes their 
brutal policies or that attempts to unveil the heinous acts by bringing them to 
the attention of concerned international bodies.  

The lack of political will for reform within the Arab League itself 
accounts for its inability to play a positive role in the promotion of Human 
Rights in the region, be it at time of peace or armed conflict, such as the 
Sudanese conflict (in Darfur and Southern Sudan), the Hamas-Fatah conflict 
in the Occupied Palestinian Territories OPT, or in Yemen. The Arab Human 
Rights Charter is in itself a reflection of the lack of this political will. 
Despite being the most recent Human Rights instrument worldwide (coming 
a quarter of a century after the African charter), it lags behind all its 
counterparts concerning content. The Arab governments have resisted all 
attempts to reform this instrument  to ensure it conforms with pledges made 
on acceding to and ratifying various UN and African Union Human Rights 
instruments. 

The issue goes beyond an absence of political will however, when it 
comes to the Arab League. Member states of this organization actively work 
in the United Nations Human Rights Council to undermine Human Rights 
protection mechanisms, with the aim of shielding their governments and 
their allies from criticism. 

The governments of this region, which have consistently fought to resist 
all democratization projects, whether  from inside or outside, are now in a 
phase of  counter-attack phase. This aggressive attack on rights and rights 
activities is not only directed inwards this time, but also outwards under the 
leadership  of Egypt, which was once naively nominated by  US President 
George W. Bush to lead democratic transformation of other Arab countries.  

Instead of the alleged exportation of terrorism, the Arab region is now 
exporting repression.1 The Arab League is playing the role of the "cabinet 
kitchen" where the exporting process is being "cooked" i.e. where draft 
resolutions and working papers submitted to the United Nations in the name 
of the Arab group, and in coordination with the Organization of Islamic 
Conference, are being prepared. In addition, National Councils for Human 
Rights, which are now found in most Arab Countries, contribute to this 
process by participating in the delegations of the Arab governments to the 
United Nations.   

                                                

  

1 See in this report The Exportation of Repression: Arab States Performance at the Human 
Rights Council 
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Resisting Authoritarianism: 

The fact that authoritarianism is wide-spread in the Arab Region should 
not be allowed to conceal an extremely important and hopeful phenomenon: 
Authoritarianism in the Arab region is currently facing unprecedented forms 
and levels of resistance. Never before, at least throughout the past half 
century, has resistance been as highly diversified and at the same 
synchronized. The exception of this may be Morocco, Bahrain and Sudan 
where consecutive waves of strong resistance and reform movements were 
witnessed during the last 50 years. Unfortunately, however, the current 
resistance is not sufficient and is unlikely to lead to sustained progress 
towards democracy anytime in the near future unless  national and/or 
international pressures for reform not yet utilized or invented are harnessed 
and factored into reform initiatives.  

Current reform movements and resistance to authoritarianism is 
characterized by the following elements: 

1- Widespread social protests, initiated by both labor and civil society 
organizations.-: This is particularly occurring in Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco 
and Yemen. 

2- The wide-spread and enhanced impact of independent electronic 
media.  For example, a group of young persons managed to organize a 
partially successful strike in a country like Egypt (with a population of 80 
million people) on 6 April 2008 by using the the internet alone.2 A 
correlation becomes more and more obvious between the involvement of 
new and young generations in the demand for change and the emergence of 
independent electronic media. Most Arab regimes regard electronic media 

 

particularly blogs 

 

as a source of serious danger (particularly in Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain, Yemen, Tunisia and Egypt). It has thus become a priority 
for security and legislative bodies in these countries to adopt legal 
amendments and policies to suppress electronic media. It has even become 
high on the agenda of the Arab League itself3. Parallel to this, the virtual 
world has become a battlefield for "guerrilla warfare" between Arab security 
bodies and bloggers.  The recent widespread imprisonment of bloggers 
heralds a new phenomenon of repression in the Arab Region. 

                                                

 

2 A study published by Carnegie Endowment for International Peace cites from an Egyptian 
government official source that the number of Egyptian blogs on the internet reached 160000 
blogs. See: Mohammad Abdel- Baqi, "Supporting democracy, a historical opportunity for the 
coming American President", Carnegie Endowment for Peace, November 2008.  
http://www.carnegieendowment.org/arb/?fa=show&article=22402&lang=ar

 

3 See the chapter on the  Arab League in this report. 

http://www.carnegieendowment.org/arb/?fa=show&article=22402&lang=ar
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3- The impact and strength of journalists is increasingly important. 
While Morocco is an important example for the wide circulation and 
enhanced impact of an independent press, Egypt s example is even more 
significant. The margin made available for journalism has broadened in 
Egypt over the past five years to an unprecedented degree in any Arab 
country. Independent journalism and an increasing number of journalists 
have continued to struggle bravely and relentlessly. They courageously 
crossed red lines and were willing to pay the price throughout the last several 
years. Consequently, the President of the State was harshly criticized in a 
way that had not been witnessed in Egypt since the July 1952 revolution. 
Yet, on the other hand, authorities have resorted to ready-made laws and 
employed the judiciary to curb such behavior in on an unprecedented level 
as well.  

4- Previously taboo and forbidden topics of national debate have been 
increasingly dealt with in the public sphere.  Numerous countries have 
witnessed a discussion on minorities (religious/racial/regional) move from 
closed salons to the center of public debate. Public discussions of these kinds 
of topics were previously considered taboo or even, in some cases, as 
national treason.  Many Arab countries banned such discussions under the 
pretext that they were of no use but for the "enemy". 

In April 1999, "The Casablanca Declaration of the Arab Human Rights 
Movement"4 demanded the right of self determination to the Kurdish people 
and to the people of South Sudan. Those who called for these rights at the 
time were subjected to harsh accusations. Nowadays, however, the right of 
self determination is guaranteed 

 

by virtue of the Naivasha Agreement- for 
South Sudan. Today, no one is questioning its eligibility or challenging the 
patriotism of its advocates. 

In 1992, the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR) 

 

of 
which I was the Secretary General at that time 

 

convened a conference to 
discuss freedom of belief and status of minorities. As a result, it was 
subjected to harsh criticism. This started inside the conference hall and 
culminated a month later in the assassination of one of the most significant 
speakers of the conference, Dr. Farag Foda who had presented 
groundbreaking research on minorities in Egypt.  

                                                

 

4 A declaration issued by the First International Conference on the Arab Human Rights 
Movement, organized by the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies in Morocco. See: 
www.cihrs.org   

http://www.cihrs.org
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Two years later, Ibn Khaldoun Center attempted to hold a conference on 
minorities, but had to postpone and transfer it to Cyprus for the same 
reasons. Not a single day now passes in Egypt without tackling minority 
issues in symposia, conferences and the press. Some human rights NGOs 
have been established with agendas focusing solely on these issues. Besides, 
discrimination against different minorities, such as Shiites, Baha'is, 
"Quranite" Sunnis 

 
who oppose the State's Sunni doctrine - Nubians and 

Sinai Bedouins, has become distinct issues of public opinion. It is 
noteworthy that the approach to tackling and proposing solutions to minority 
repression has primarily been rights-based.  

The same can be said of Bahrain, and of Syria in relation to the case of 
Kurds. However, the development in Syria is not as visible because of the 
firm authoritarian grip of the government. The same also applies in a lesser 
degree to Saudi Arabia, where forums Al montadayat en discussing the 
situation of Shiites.  

Yemen and Sudan stand out. There have been wide-range brutal acts of 
suppression against Shiite "Zaidans" in Sa adah, Yemen and against 
Africana tribes in Darfur. In such a context, terrorizing the population under 
the pretext of "national security considerations" becomes more frequent. In 
spite of all this, civil society in Yemen and Sudan has bravely withstood 
intimidation, even while witnessing journalists and rights advocates tortured, 
imprisoned and killed during their struggle. 

5- There are two types of associations that distinguish the emergence of 
new platforms for resisting authoritarianism: the first type consists of groups 
with roots in public and political organizations. These groups usually come 
into existence in response to a certain event. Accordingly, their role ends 
with redressing the limited reasons that justified their formation. These are 
spontaneous entities, i.e. they are not formed as a result of an intensive and 
expanded political dialogue, but rather as a response to field requirements. 
This was obvious during 2008 in Morocco (Sidi Ifni incidents), Tunisia (The 
Mining Basin in Gafs)5, Egypt "Agriom Company" and "Qursaya Island"6 

and other countries.    

                                                

 

5 See the chapters on Morocco and Tunisia in this report.  
6 In Damietta City on the North Coast of Egypt, a wide and organized public coalition was 
formed to prevent establishing a factory that would have resulted in dangerous pollution of 
the environment. Another coalition was formed, comprising a number of associations, artists 
and celebrities to support the people of Qursaya Island in the River Nile in Cairo, in order to 
prevent the government from evacuating it by force for the interest of investment companies. 
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The other type of platforms is the new political groups formed as 
coalitions of political, academic and Human Rights figures, and which may 
also include political parties. The most significant examples of these groups 
are "Kefaya" in Egypt, "18 October movement" in Tunisia and the 
"Damascus Declaration" in Syria7. 

6- New alliances and movements have strengthened new left wing 
political movements.  Current indicators point to a decline of most of the 
established parties in the Arab Region, particularly in Egypt, Tunisia and 
Syria and to a lesser extent in Sudan and Algeria. The latest Moroccan 
elections made it clear that parties which had a historical role and weight are 
on the decline. The flipside of this is that liberal and leftist political currents8 

in the Arab Region seem to appear with similar agendas that prioritize 
democracy and respect for Human Rights. This is clearly illustrated in the 
"Damascus Declaration" group program, and the "October 18 Group" in 
Tunisia.  "Al Badeel" newspaper in Egypt, which is considered a newly 
established leftist forum, also exhibits this trend and exposes a crystallization 
of a newly established leftist pattern. This is not surprising given that 
transformation in this direction has been taking place in the Arab Region 
over the past few years. What is surprising is the formation of platforms to 
express such a tendency. These have faced various degrees of repression as a 
result of various social forces, as is the case in Tunisia and Syria9. 

On the other hand, there is a decline in the status and influence of the 
conservative wing of the Pan Arabism political current that opposes 
democracy and human rights principles.  These values have come to have an 
increasing impact on other political movements.  Furthermore, the moral 
status and popularity of the Political Islamic movement seems to be on the 
decline after the freedom-fighters of the Hamas Movement began to 
appear as executioners in Gaza, Hezbollah directed its weapons at 
Lebanese citizens10 andthe Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt announced the 
party's draft platform which lays the blueprint for establishing a totalitarian 

                                                

 

7 Sameh Fawzi (editor), "What is the Future of the Movements for Democratic Change in the 
Arab World?", Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. 
http://www.cihrs.org/publication_details_ar.aspx?rel_id=62

  

See also: Bahey eldin Hassan, "A Political Civil War in Egypt" 1& 2, Cairo Institute for 
Human Rights Studies 
http://www.cihrs.org/opinion_details_ar.aspx?op_id=153 
8 See in this report: Dr. Mohamed Al Sayed Saeed, "Arab Culture Transformation from a 

Human Rights Perspective".  
9 See the chapters on Tunisia and Syria in this report. 
10 See the chapter on Lebanon in this report 

http://www.cihrs.org/publication_details_ar.aspx?rel_id=62
http://www.cihrs.org/opinion_details_ar.aspx?op_id=153
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theocratic state11. Although this program was criticized by the Muslim 
Brotherhood in other countries, it will be  difficult to limit the negative 
impact of the Egypt Brotherhood's program simply to Egypt. This is due to 
the regional importance of the Egyptian branch of the Brotherhood, , as well 
as the leading internal role it plays within the international organization of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Meanwhile, another coalition is emerging between ruling regimes in 
some Arab countries and the "cultural Salafi trend"12 (Fundamentalists), with 
a concurrent marginalization of the Jihadi Salafi trend and unarmed political 
Islamist groups. Arab regimes hope to use this alliance to expand their base 
of support and restore their political legitimacy, which has been almost 
completely undermined in all Arab countries.  As a result governments are 
facing a new combination of opposition groups that include political Islam, 
and political and civil alliances that reject employing religion in politics and 
instead rely on a liberal, leftist or rights discourse, or a combination of the 
three. 

The other goal of this new alliance between the state and cultural Islamic 
fundamentalists is to use this alliance to direct the cultural sway of Islam 
away from internal reform issues and toward the other ;  i.e. opposition 
forces, minorities or the West13. Hence, religious extremism serves security 
based strategies designed to keep civilians fearful and preoccupied with "the 
other," be it inside or outside the country. Thus, citizens are forced to accept 
a regime that "protects them" 

 

at any price 

 

against these imaginary or 
fabricated dangers that are highlighted and exaggerated in order to sustain 
this sense of fear combined with religious faith.  

Such an alliance between the state and extremism may result in the re-
production of terrorism in the future in a way similar the fate experienced by 
the late Egyptian President Anwar Al-Sadat. Sadat had created an alliance 
with Islamists to face the non-religious opposition and was then assassinated 
by Islamists in 1981. 

This trend can be observed in Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Yemen, Algeria and 
Egypt, and also seems to be used more and more by states that are 
traditionally perceived as secular such as Syria and Tunisia.   

                                                

 

1111 See Bahey eldin Hassan "Muslim Brother Party's Platform in Egypt from a Human Rights 
Perspective".  
http://www.cihrs.org/opinion_details_ar.aspx?op_id=366

 

12  See Mohammad Al Sayed Al Saeed, a previous reference 
13 ibid. 

http://www.cihrs.org/opinion_details_ar.aspx?op_id=366
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The Role of Human Rights NGOs: 

In the mid 1990s, one of the most significant academic analysts described 
Human Rights NGOs in the Arab Region as a locomotive engine 14 with the 
ability to pull the civil and political community toward rights based 
discourse. At that time, some considered this description as more of a 
"prediction" than a scientific analysis of the role that human rights NGOs 
played. It is difficult to refute this description. 

Analysts of the programs and tendencies of resistance movements cannot 
but note the supremacy of multi-sourced rights discourse over any other 
political or ideological discourse. The accumulative impact of the human 
rights discourse is made clear in the media 

 

including electronic media - 
and in the political discourse of ruling and opposition parties, including even 
Islamists. In addition, some Human Rights figures and advocates have 
played themselves, later, a leading role in forming and developing new 
political groups 

The accumulative impact is a result of the exceptional role assumed by 
human rights NGOs15 for many years. These NGOs have often been the most 
vocal and the most explicit critics, even in relation to issues of special 
sensitivity in the Arab context, such as religion, sex, minorities, protection of 
civilians at times of armed conflicts and criticizing institutions of reverence 
like religious, military, security or police institutions. Through making use of 
the UN mechanisms, and with the help of international Human Rights 
organizations, NGOs were keen to report this criticism to the international 
community whether advocating for the rights of Palestinian people before 
the UN, addressing the international media, or communicating with foreign 
diplomats. 

Due to the ineffectiveness and divisions within political parties some 
human rights NGOs became, against their will, the main political actor in 
some countries. In non-governmental organizations throughout the Arab 
region was born non-partisan political coalitions that were able to engage in , 
lobbying activities and reach agreements on political programs , and where 
legislative and/or constitutional alternatives were  proposed. In all these 
cases, human rights NGOs have become a platform of the most marginalized 
groups and unheard voices in Arab society, starting from the non-politicized 
lay person, to religious and racial minorities. 

                                                

 

14 In this context, see Mohamed Al Sayed Saeed "Problems of the Arab Human Rights Movement" 
in Bahey eldin Hassan, "Challenges Facing the Arab Human Rights Movement", 1997. 
15 Evaluating the role of other local and international actors is beyond the scope of this 
introduction 
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Throughout this period, human rights NGOs have increased in number 
and witnessed qualitative improvement in their work. . They have become 
more specialized and have explored new horizons beyond monitoring and 
documenting violations, while undertaking both field and academic research. 
New NGOs have been established for the rights of women, children, 
environmental protection, legal assistance, rehabilitation of victims, 
education, Human Rights education, and the defense of economic, social and 
minority rights. 

Nevertheless, other negative developments, albeit limited in scope, made 
their way to societies over the past few years in a number of countries. They 
are represented in the following:   

1) The use of Human Rights NGOs by political and security forces of a 
government. This includes establishing Governmental NGOs (also known as 
GONGOs), penetrating existing NGOs and modifying their objectives and/or 
recruiting security or politically influential elements of the activist 
community. Political recruitment is not limited to governments; the Islamic 
movement has also established its own NGOs.  

2) An increasing phenomenon as been the establishment of profit 
oriented NGOs that lack any clear moral, ethical or legal mission, and are 
established by their creators or taken over in order to use them as a means of 
attaining money from grant making organizations, including most 
prominently US and EU funding agencies.  Such NGOs create programs that 
appeal to these funding institutions but never properly implement the 
programs in order to substantially or effectively deal with human rights 
challenges in the region.  16  

Sometimes boundaries seem to disappear between the two types of NGOs 
described above. In some countries, there are organizations that combine 
both characteristics; i.e. they are politically organized in close association 
with the authorities , have no moral message and  focus on gaining financial 
profits from international sources of funding  by claiming to be of influence 
on the governments' agendas.. 

3) Decline in the performance of some important Human Rights NGOs 
as a result of immense security pressure, weak institutional structure, 
centralized personalized management or a combination of two or more of 
these above.  

                                                

 

16 See: Bahey eldin Hassan, "The Mission of Human Rights in an Increasingly Dangerous and 
Repressive Region: A Programmatic Document", Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. 
http://www.cihrs.org/opinion_details_ar.aspx?op_id=164

 

http://www.cihrs.org/opinion_details_ar.aspx?op_id=164
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4) Insufficient networking and joint action between NGOs. This 
constitutes one of the most difficult challenges to NGOs, and t also 
constitutes a larger societal challenge as well. . This challenge applies to 
political parties, syndicates, trade unions, new and old political movements; 
i.e. it is not only limited to Human Rights NGOs, whose  experience in joint 
action is often better than other societal actors. It is a problem that is closely 
linked to the lack of a culture of negotiation. Such networking and joint 
action is important to form a comprehensive vision for the regional or 
national community of organizations, to create and expand collective goals, 
and to form various alliances to achieve common goals in the short and long 
terms. Such unity becomes even more important in a region that is 
particularly full of dangers and challenges. 

Finally, the lack of a sufficient political will on the part of the non-ruling 
elite to push for reform and challenge the status quo also hinders the struggle 
for Human Rights in the Arab Region. Nonetheless, the last four years have 
witnessed a progressive development in this respect. This accounts for the 
increased aggressiveness on the part of some Arab regimes towards public 
freedoms and Human Rights, as well as the increasing numbers of victims 
targeted by these regimes.  

To understand which constituencies are or are perceived as the largest 
threat to autocratic regimes it is important to monitor and create a 

demographic and political map of  victims of governmental repression and 
abuse in the Arab region. . In this respect, it can be generally observed that 
the percentage of Islamists targeted by state repression has been  gradually 
declining  compared to the increasing level of state repression and abuse 
directed at  liberals, leftists and secularists from the intelligentsia, civil 
society associations, trade unions, bloggers, journalists, and minority groups, 
including Christians and Shiites.  

Autocratic regimes from the Arab region often attempt to justify their 
oppressive policies to the international community by claiming that there are 
only two viable political options to choose from:  political Islam or quasy- 
secular autocracy. By so doing these regimes attempt to scare powerful state 
actors into supporting their government despite their highly repressive and 
anti-democratic policies. Such a discourse is patently false.  Sunni Islamists 
are no longer the only alternative for the formation of new governments in 
the Arab region. A pluralistic and more complex political reality has 
emerged that needs to be supported and strengthened on a national, regional 
and international level.  
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Report Summary  

Deterioration of Human Rights: 
Reform Faces a Dead End      

The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies confirms that the status of 
Human Rights in the Arab world during 2008 has generally deteriorated with 
an intensification of attacks and repression directed at existing public and 
political liberties in Arab countries. 

The most prominent manifestations of this deterioration includes 

I. Attacks on reformists and Human Rights Activists 

Violations against reformists, Human Rights defenders, and human rights 
organizations have increased. In Syria, prominent members of the Damascus 
Declaration for Democratic and National Change were harassed and 
subjected to unfair trials. Exceptional courts, including State Security Courts 
and military tribunals, and legal provisions that restrict the freedom of 
expression and peaceful assembly, were commonly used to harass and 
prosecute many human rights and democratic advocates and activists 
throughout the Arab region, including in Syria. Syrian authorities continued 
their long-standing policy of denying legal standing to human rights 
organizations and instituting travel bans for the most prominent activists and 
figures from human rights organizations.  Many defenders of democracy and 
human rights still languish in prison, serving sentences issued years before. 
Abuses in Syria culminated with the death of a human rights activist who 
was killed by security forces in an incident that, at the very least, shows a 
highly reckless use of gunfire by security forces, and may constitute outright 
murder.  
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In Bahrain, the excessive use of force against peaceful protests led to the 
death of a rights activist. Several Human Rights and civil society activists 
faced arbitrary arrest, torture, and trial amid officially sanctioned propaganda 
campaigns designed to slander activism and labor such activism a Western 
conspiracy.

 
In Saudi Arabia, arbitrary detention without charge or trial, and unfair 

trials leading to lengthy prison sentences continued to be used as tools to 
harass and repress reformists. The few rights organizations established in 
recent years are still denied legal recognition. 

In Tunisia, authorities tightened the siege on the Tunisian League for the 
Defense of Human Rights while refusing to recognize many other similar 
associations. Travel bans affect many activists in Tunisia, and some faced 
various forms of harassment, assault, and pressure, including actual sieges 
on some activists homes. Activist Zakia Dhifaoui was sexually harassed and 
threatened with rape before she was prosecuted and imprisoned with others 
for expressing solidarity with the victims of the crack down on social 
protests in the Gafsa mining basin.  

In Egypt, for the first time since they were established 25 years ago in the 
country, Human Rights groups were faced with administrative and security 
counter-measures leading to the closure and disbanding of two prominent 
groups for nearly a year before the Administrative Court issued a ruling 
overturning the arbitrary measure. As a result of the closures, the funding 
and property of one of the associations the Association for Human Rights 
Legal Aid was confiscated.  This confiscation occurred even before the 
Court had ruled on the legality of the decree. The director of the Nadim 
Center for the Psychological Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence was 
physically attacked after taking part in a solidarity gathering for victims of 
police torture. Rights organizations also came under security pressure aimed 
at preventing them from carrying out some of their activities. International 
activities of Egyptian rights groups were restricted. Mean while, authorities 
continued to refuse requests by international groups like the UN High 
Commissioner of Human Rights to open offices in Egypt. 

In Yemen, many Human Rights activists were detained or forcefully 
disappeared for weeks or months on end. Several journalists and activists 
received threats, including death threats, if they continued to expose war 
crimes committed in the Sa adah province.  

In Sudan, journalists and activists received threats similar to their 
colleges in Yemen, both because of their criticisms of regime policies and 
for publishing information about the situation in Darfur.  
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In Algeria, Human Rights activists faced trials and prison terms, 
especially when involved in examining the grave Human Rights violations 
perpetrated in the 1990s which included extrajudicial killings, torture, and 
the disappearance of thousands of people. Those responsible for these crimes 
have still not been held accountable or punished. 

In Morocco, those involved with rights organizations were put on trial on 
the grounds that they undermined sacrosanct principles. Arbitrary 
measures also affected many activists in the Western Sahara region, whose 
activities are already heavily restricted on the grounds that they threaten the 
territorial integrity of the kingdom.   

II. Repression of social movements 

This report documents a growing tendency in some countries to use 
excessive force to confront various forms of social action and collective 
protest. The repression of advocates of the general strike in Egypt and 
accompanying protests in Mahalla al-Kubra on April 6, 2008, led to at least 
two deaths and the arrest of hundreds, some of whom were referred to 
exceptional emergency courts.  

As part of its repression of social unrest and protests during six months of 
2008 in the mining basin in Tunisia, the Tunisian authorities arrested many 
trade unionists, raided neighborhoods and homes, and used live ammunition 
to quell demonstrators, leading to one death. Another person died of 
electrocution. Show trials were organized for 107 trade unionists, local 
residents, and their sympathizers, and there were reports that detainees were 
tortured.  

In Morocco, authorities responded with force to sit-ins and other forms of 
protest in the Sidi Ifni Port, and serious abuses took place during raids. Some 
detainees, both men and women, were stripped and women were sexually 
assaulted.  

The Sudanese authorities met protests, from residents of the northern part 
of the country who were organized against the construction of two dams on 
the Nile, with arrest campaigns and also opened fired on one demonstration 
in the Kajbar region, killing four people. 

On several occasions, citizens taking part in social protests in Yemen 
were arrested, particularly in the south, and many of them have been 
detained for more than a year. The presidential amnesty declared in August 
2008 was not implemented.  
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III. Attacks on means of expression and media 

Imprisonment for journalism and publication crimes continued to be a 
grave and immediate danger for many journalists, writers, artists, media 
figures, and internet activists in most countries covered by this report. 
Blocking websites has become a widely used policy, particularly in Tunisia, 
Syria, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia, and people who publish on the internet 
have become a target for arbitrary arrest under the emergency law in Egypt. 

Many books and foreign publications were confiscated in Egypt, Algeria, 
and Bahrain, while artists and cartoonists were harassed and prosecuted in 
Yemen and Algeria.  

Repression and censorship  on the free flow of information, opinions, and 
ideas increased, both through specific publication bans, as in Egypt, and 
through the suspension of newspapers or the revocation of their licenses, as 
in Yemen and Sudan. Government control over newspaper licenses in 
Algeria and Tunisia, and the government monopoly on licenses for 
advertising agencies and publishing houses, continued to foster self-
censorship within the press. In Sudan, advanced censorship of the press 
continues to exert enormous pressure, leading some newspapers to abstain 
from publishing or to publish issues with large white spaces to indicate the 
segments banned by the security censor. Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, and Sudan 
saw even more assaults on journalists and reporters. Additional pressure was 
brought to bear on satellite media, particularly in Egypt, Tunisia, and 
Morocco even as the aural and visual media is still subject to State control in 
most countries.  

In light of the foreign occupation and armed internal conflict in Iraq, the 
report documents ongoing abductions and assassinations of journalists in that 
country. This has left 56 journalists dead, among them the head of the Iraqi 
Journalists Syndicate. Seventeen media organizations have been closed for 
more than a year in the West Bank and Gaza Strip as a result of mutual 
attacks by Fatah and Hamas militias aimed at containing their opponents in 
their own controlled territories, particularly after Hamas assumed control of 
Gaza.  

During the brief war in Lebanon launched by Hezbollah and allied 
militias, military operations targeted media organizations allied with the 
Future movement. The attacks affected an large number of journalists, 
photographers, and reporters, and the homes of some were set on fire. 

In light of all of the above, the report also notes the rising pressure on 
freedom of expression in the name of religion and the tendency of some 
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governments to use religion in governance and politics to keep up with 
political religious groups and religious institutions.  

IV. New legislative restrictions 

Despite pressure for reform from both internal and external forces, Arab 
regimes continue to repress political and social action and to insulate Human 
Rights violators from accountability. This is illustrated by their ability to use 
an arsenal of laws that are inimical to Human Rights and basic liberties 
against political opponents and/or reformists. 

Exceptional courts and emergency laws are still in force in many 
countries. Syria has lived under emergency law since 1963, in Algeria it has 
been in force since 1992, and emergency law is still in effect in Sudan in 
some federal states after it was first declared in 1989. Despite promises from 
the Egyptian regime to lift the emergency law, which has been in place since 
1981, it was renewed in 2008 for two more years, on the grounds that the 
anti-terrorism law is still not ready. The government has announced its 
intention to replace the emergency law with a new anti-terrorism law, but the 
latter preserves the same exceptional prerogatives. This includes 
preventative detention; the authority to raid and search homes and wiretap 
telephones and other communications without a warrant; and the authority to 
refer suspects to exceptional courts that do not meet international standards 
of justice. 

Although the new legislation documented by the report is limited, it tends 
to impose greater restrictions on public liberties and further insulate security 
establishments from accountability for abuses.  

In Egypt, legislative changes put additional restrictions on the freedom to 
peaceful assembly and demonstrate. Other governments imposed further 
restrictions on civil society institutions while reorganizing aural, visual, and 
electronic media to increase the government s control over these forms of 
broadcasting. 

In late September 2008, Syria issued a legislative decree that give greater 
immunity to members of the security establishment. This comes in a bid to 
further prevent the Syrian security and intelligence establishment from 
facing prosecution, The decree prevents accountability for crimes committed 
while on duty unless by order of the Army s General Command in spite of 
the fact that the security establishment falls under the authority of the 
Interior Ministry.  
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The report notes that the authorities in Sudan have failed to implement its 
obligations set forth in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement of 2005. This is 
seen in the government s reluctance to review a broad range of legislation 
that would foster democratization or train and equip the judiciary to pursue 
grave Human Rights violators.   

V. Impunity Provided for Security Forces   
who Commit Torture and Abuses  

Torture and mistreatment of prisoners and detainees remain widespread. 
The reports, particularly on Syria and Egypt, document the death and murder 
of dozens of people as a result of torture or due to poor prison conditions.  

The most serious incident took place in the Seidnaya Prison in Syria, 
where the excessive use of force by the authorities to contain complaints in 
the prison lead to the death of 25 people.  

In Egypt, despite some relatively harsh sentences for several torturers in 
non-political cases (which were exposed in the media largely thanks to 
bloggers), torture remained widespread and affected a great many citizens. 
State Security agents that tortured political activists remained completely 
immune to any prosecution or punishment.  

Many reports indicate that torture continues to occur in Yemen. This is 
indicated by arbitrary arrests, disappearances, and the fact that detainees 
relatives are denied knowledge of their whereabouts. Human Rights 
organizations are also prohibited from assessing conditions inside most 
prisons.  

Other media reports documented the tendency of courts in Sudan and 
Tunisia to rely on confessions obtained by torture. In one case, security 
forces attacked defendants during their trial after they announced to the court 
that they had been tortured and mistreated.  

One of the most brutal incidents was seen in Saudi Arabia, where security 
forces set fire to 25 Yemeni immigrants who lacked identification 
documents, leaving 18 of them with severe burns. There were also reports of 
torture or mistreatment and humiliation in Bahrain, Algeria, and Morocco.  

It remains clear that in all Arab countries, torture continues to go 
unpunished, despite grave abuses by police.   
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VI. Disregard for minority rights and religious freedom 

Syrian Kurds, the largest ethnic minority in Syria, remain a target of 
systematic discrimination. They are denied citizenship, which entails a 
repression of their right to express their identity as well as the denial of 
many basic civil, political, economic, and social rights. The efforts by 
Kurdish activists to preserve their identity continue to make them targets for 
arrest, torture, and unfair trials. Peaceful demonstrations are violently 
suppressed, leading to the deaths of many.  

Shiites in Bahrain are also subject to various forms of systematic 
discrimination, including being denied prestigious jobs and marginalized in 
the economy, education, and politics. Although foreigners and naturalized 
foreigners constitute a large percentage of the Bahraini army, Shiites are 
largely locked out of the army, even though they constitute some 70% of the 
population.  The discrimination against Shiites is so deep-seated that during 
the Bahraini elections, foreign nationals were brought into the country and 
naturalized in an effort to change the demographic balance in the Kingdom.  

Although the Saudi king appears to have adopted a discourse of religious 
tolerance, officials within the religious police continue to enjoy broad 
authority to reprimand and punish people for behavior that contradicts with 
their notion of religiously acceptable behavior. Excessive force is used in 
dealing with such conduct, up to and including murder. Shiites in Saudi 
Arabia also face systematic discrimination in work, the civil service, 
education, and the right to build mosques, practicing their religious rites, 
engaging in religious celebrations, and publishing their writing. All this 
occurs in an atmosphere of intimidation and accusations implying that 
Shiites are not Muslims.  

In Egypt, the report notes that pressure on religious freedom also extends 
to some sects or schools of thought within Islam and even within Sunni 
Islam. The report also documents the problems faced by Muslims who 
convert to Christianity, Copts who convert to Islam and want to return to 
Christianity, and Bah is. In particular, Baha is face problems due to the 
authorities refusal to document their true religious affiliation on official 
identity documents. Although some courts have issued rulings that 
ameliorate their situation, the rulings have not yet been implemented on the 
ground. The report also documents increased sectarian tensions in Egypt, 
resulting from the state s failure to address discrimination against Copts. The 
discrimination is particularly striking in the construction or repair of 
churches and representation in public positions. The state fails to reassess 
educational curricula and media programs that foster discrimination and 
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religious bigotry and indirectly incite society to religious hatred and 
sectarianism.  

In Algeria, the most prominent manifestations of discrimination and 
violation of religious freedom came in the harassment and prosecution of 
dozens of people on charges of engaging in missionary activity, in non-
Islamic religious practices without a permit or of converting to Christianity.  

VII. Restrictions on political participation 
   and the peaceful rotation of power 

Real opportunities for the peaceful rotation of power in Arab countries 
are facing a dead end, both in the period under review and for the future. 
There are serious doubts that free elections can be held in countries that face 
chronic political crises, such as Lebanon or Sudan, given the continuing 
repercussions of old armed conflicts and controversies over the findings of 
national censuses that lack proper methods of oversight. The same is true of 
Iraq given the ongoing bloody conflict and the inability of conflicting parties 
to reach an agreement on a law for the coming local elections. 

The Algerian authorities pushed through a constitutional amendment that 
allows the Algerian president to run for a third term. In Egypt, total contempt 
was shown for political participation after the authorities used all means, 
legal and illegal, to disqualify most candidates from the Muslim Brotherhood 
and other opposition parties from running in local elections and to prevent 
them from submitting their candidacy forms. In addition, the elections 
themselves took place amid a broad arrest campaign targeting the Muslim 
Brotherhood and its candidates; as dozens of Muslim Brotherhood leaders 
were tried before exceptional military tribunals. As a result, candidates for 
the ruling party won by default in the vast majority of districts. 

In Tunisia, the presidential elections, yet to be held in 2009, in which 
President Ben Ali will compete, have as usual been accompanied by 
advanced manipulation of the constitution to ensure that certain figures will 
be disqualified from candidacy. As such, the Tunisian presidential elections 
will be closer to a referendum, similar to the elections in Algeria and Egypt. 

Parliamentary elections in Morocco remain an exception in the Arab 
world, both for their commitment to the democratic process in the formation 
of governments and for the low level of controversies surrounding them. 
Nevertheless, they also witnessed the lowest voter turnout in Morocco s 
history, which seems to reflect a lack of confidence in the ability of political 
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parties and the parliament to address the declining living standard of the 
population as long as the real power remains in the hands of the monarchy.  

VIII. Catastrophes under foreign occupation 
    and internal armed conflicts 

Iraq remains the site of the most serious Human Rights abuses in the 
Arab world, which have left thousands of civilians dead, either killed by 
American occupation forces, the Iraqi authorities, or terrorist groups, or as 
part of the ongoing ethnic and sectarian violence.  

This is not withstanding the fact that Iraq has seen a relative decline in 
the rates of violence, terrorism, and murder after the US administration and 
Iraqi authorities adopted policies to bring anti-occupation Sunni forces into 
the political process, instituted firmer measures to disarm the Mahdi Army 
Shiite militias, and scrapped the de-Ba athification law. While the Iraqi 
authorities released 20,000 prisoners with the objective of achieving a 
national reconciliation, American occupation forces continue to detain more 
than 20,000 people. Torture continues to be rampant as well, perpetrated by 
both American forces and Iraqi security forces with no real accountability. 
Although policies adopted by occupation forces and the Iraqi authorities 
managed to halt a slide toward  a bloody civil war and slightly improve the 
security situation, Iraq is still liable to see further deterioration. The limited 
improvement that took place came as a result of political deals between 
parties to the conflict, while rules for equitable power and resource sharing 
are yet to be decided. Resolving the conflict over the oil-rich city of Kirkuk 
is a minefield that might broaden the fighting, precipitate a civil war, or lead 
to the partition of Iraq. All of this would undermine the limited and 
temporary improvements seen in some fields of Human Rights. 

In the Occupied Palestinian Territories, Israel continued its criminal 
abuses aimed at depriving the Palestinian population of the most basic 
necessities, particularly in the Gaza Strip, which Israel declared a hostile 
entity and put under a full siege. Occupation forces continued to carry out 
politically motivated assassinations and extrajudicial killings, which had 
taken the lives of 84 Palestinians as of mid-2008. They also continued to 
shell residential areas and destroy homes and property, while expanding the 
settlements and constructing the apartheid wall. Palestinians also paid a high 
price for serious violations by domestic security forces, Fatah and Hamas 
militias, especially after Hamas assumed control of the Gaza Strip. The 
report notes that more Palestinians were killed as a result of Fatah-Hamas 
fighting than by Israeli attacks. Just as Israeli war criminals have remained 
immune from accountability and punishment, so do extrajudicial killings, 
arbitrary detentions, torture, and attacks on property and institutions carried 
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out by Fatah and Hamas largely go uninvestigated and the perpetrators are 
not subject to prosecution. The Fatah-Hamas clashes led the Palestinian 
Authority to dissolve more than 100 NGOs in the West Bank while Hamas 
closed 179 NGOs and Civil Society Organizations in the Gaza Strip.  

In Yemen, the armed conflict in the Sa adah province continued to bring 
widespread Human Rights violations. Hundreds have been killed, while 
more than 100,000 have been displaced or been left homeless. This has been 
accompanied by mass arrests and arbitrary pressure on members of the Zaydi 
Shiite community, which constitutes a majority in Sa adah. Although the 
Yemeni president declared an end to the war in July 2008, fighting is likely 
to break out again. The fighting has been suspended four times since the war 
first broke out in 2004, and each time, violence has been resurfaced amid 
mutual recriminations and accusations that both parties had violated the 
ceasefire. In addition, the recent decision to end the war was accompanied 
by the release of only a few of those detained or disappeared during the 
conflict.  

Civilians in Sudan remained open targets for various parties, in the 
context of growing armed conflicts and lethal tribal disputes. These conflicts 
have killed hundreds and left tens of thousands homeless, their property and 
homes plundered, burned, or destroyed. In addition, the authorities lenient 
application of the Abyei Protocol led to fierce clashes with the Sudanese 
People s Liberation Army.  

The Sudanese government also manifests a flagrant disregard for 
international and regional resolutions on the conflict in Darfur as it refuses to 
cooperate with the International Criminal Court in turning over suspects; it 
obstructs the deployment of peacekeeping troops in the region; and it 
abstains from taking effective measures to stop the attacks by Janjawid 
militias (joined by government forces) on the population of Darfur. In this 
context, it is no wonder that the Sudanese president is wanted for arrest by 
the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court on charges of war crimes, 
crimes against humanity, and genocide. The report also notes that the 
authorities continued their brutal assaults on villages and internally displaced 
camps in Darfur in 2008 and took no tangible measures to bring those 
responsible for crimes in Darfur to account.  

In Lebanon, the four-year political deadlock has destroyed constitutional 
institutions, leaving the Lebanese Parliament paralyzed for 18 months. The 
country experienced a presidential vacuum for many months, capped by the 
brief war waged by Hezbollah and its allied militias in Beirut. The ongoing 
bombings, assassinations, and armed clashes between opposition and loyalist 
forces left 130 people dead. The media institutions of the Future movement 
were also broadly targeted.  
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Palestinian refugees in Lebanon remained in grave danger in light of 
clashes in the Ein al-Halwa refugee camp and before it in Nahr al-Barid, 
which left hundreds dead. 

Although, Lebanese parties agreed under the Doha Agreement to not use 
arms or violence to make political gains, the agreement did not forestall 
more sectarian clashes. While the Doha Agreement cleared the way to end 
the presidential crisis and form a national unity government, the situation is 
liable to explode at any moment. This is evident with the current balance of 
power in which there are grave doubts about the government s ability to 
address the widespread abuses that has accompanied the outbreak of the 
political crisis. The crisis also showed Hezbollah s willingness to disregard 
the sovereignty of the Lebanese State, even if the price is a civil war. At the 
same time, the loyalist trend seems even more convinced of the need to 
disarm Hezbollah. This has left the entire political system hostage to 
Hezbollah. More voices are also being heard in the Sunni community, 
advocating re-armament to create a balance of power with Hezbollah. Thus, 
the Doha Agreement did not defuse the ticking bomb of sectarian 
militarization, resolve the issue of an International Tribunal for the 
assassination of Rafiq al-Hariri, or create a means to prevent a miscarriage of 
justice for the string of assassinations and bombings seen since then.   

IX. The Arab League No Better than Member Governments 
The Human Rights record of the Arab League cannot be compared to that 

of similar regional organizations, whether European, American, or African. 
The performance by the Arab League has embodied the repressive 
tendencies of regimes in the region, which pay no attention to the will of 
their peoples, show contempt for Human Rights standards and the means to 
protect them, foster policies of unaccountability, and wage a fierce war on 
freedom of expression.  

While the UN, the EU, and the African Union registered their 
unequivocal condemnation of the military coup that crushed democratic life 
in Mauritania, and the AU and EU threatening sanctions if the constitutional 
system and elected president were not restored, the Arab League gave 
implicit support to the coup, which denied the Mauritanian people the right 
to choose their leaders. The Arab League also failed to play an effective role 
in ending war crimes in Darfur, and it only became active when the 
International Criminal Court threatened the president of Sudan with 
prosecution. Even then, the political and legal actions of the Arab League 
seemed designed not to save Darfurians from their tribulations as much as to 
block any possible measures by the court, which the international 
community, including the Arab League, should support.  
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Although a fearsome battery of legal restrictions surrounds freedom of 
expression and the media in most Arab countries, the Arab Ministers of 
Information Council of the Arab League were not satisfied. In 2008, the 
council drafted a document on the principles organizing radio and satellite 
television broadcast in the Arab region, which aspires to lend a nationalist, 
moral sheen to the further erosion of freedoms enjoyed by some media in a 
few Arab countries. The document also seeks to make Arab regimes and 
their figures, policies, and practices immune from criticism. 

One positive, though symbolic, development did take place when the 
Arab Human Rights Charter went into effect. Nevertheless, the charter does 
not meet international standards, largely because it places national law above 
several of its most important articles and allows no real role for Non-
Governmental Organizations.  

XI. Arab States at the United Nations Human Rights   
  Council: Exporting Repression 

The transition from the Commission on Human Rights to the Human 
Rights Council was supposed to have been a reform process to strengthen 
and increase the legitimacy of the main Human Rights body of the UN. 
However, spoiler states, most actively lead by members of the Arab Group 
and OIC, have succeeded in introducing several potential mechanism and 
processes which could be used or built upon in the future to detract from the 
independence and credibility of the Council and its ability to carry out its 
primary functions.Furthermore, highly active states with a negative agenda 
from the Arab Group and OIC have been able to manipulate the outcomes of 
processes at the HRC to ensure that their governments and allied 
governments are largely shielded from genuine review, criticism and/or 
sanction.   

Disturbingly, states that have attempted to weaken the ability of the HRC 
to investigate and pressure governments to improve their Human Rights 
policies, are currently attempting to use the HRC as a tool to (1) assert 
control over and weaken the competencies of other UN Human Rights 
mechanisms (ex: OHCHR), and (2) to weaken long established Human 
Rights standards through the reformulation of international law.The scope 
and aim of these efforts could well increase in the future if successful. As 
such, these two issues constitute long term threats to the international 
Human Rights system which are currently being formulated and refined 
within the processes of the HRC.In light of this, those who place a high level 
of value on current universal Human Rights standards and mechanisms to 
promote and protect these standards, cannot afford to ignore or dismiss what 
is currently occurring at the HRC as temporary or insignificant.  
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Iraq  

 
 

An Uncertain Future 
     

The gravest violations of human rights in the Arab world continue to take 
place in Iraq, claiming thousands of civilian lives at the hands of US 
occupation forces, the Iraqi government and terrorist groups, or as a result of 
the continued fighting and sectarian violence that almost drove Iraq into a 
fierce civil war two years ago.  

However, during the last few months of 2007 and early 2008 a relative 
decrease in the levels of violence, terrorism and killings was witnessed in 
Iraq. This decrease was largely due to the changes in political and security 
tactics adopted by the US military and the Iraqi authorities. These new 
tactics included increasing the involvement of anti-occupation Sunni groups 
in the political process, taking firmer measures to disarm the militias of the 
Shiite Mahdy Army, granting amnesty to some prisoners and resending the 
de-ba athification law issued by the US occupation authorities.1 

Unfortunately, improvements in the security situation and the associated 
decline in killings, was not accompanied by political and constitutional 
procedures to guarantee their sustainability. Rather, these improvements 
depended on ad hoc, temporary political agreements with some parties to the 
conflict. Rules relating to the distribution of power and oil wealth are yet to 
be concluded on a fair and consensual basis.  

                                                

 

1 The BBC, report on the US Strategy in Iraq:  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/6294694.stm
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