ABOUT GCHR
MISSION
The Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) is an independent, non-profit, nongovernmental organisation (NGO) that provides support and protection to human
rights defenders (HRDs) in order to promote human rights, including but not limited
to freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly.
WHERE WE WORK
GCHR was founded in 2011 and is based in Lebanon. We document the environment
for HRDs in the Gulf region and neighbouring countries, specifically Bahrain, Kuwait,
Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab
Emirates and Yemen.
VISION
To have vibrant civic spaces in the Gulf region and neighbouring countries in which
human rights are fully respected and HRDs, including journalists, bloggers and
Internet activists, can work free from oppression and fear.

DONORS
GCHR is funded by the Foundation Open Society Institute in cooperation with the
Human Rights Initiative of the Open Society Foundations, the Sigrid Rausing Trust,
the Global Fund for Women and International Media Support, among other donors.
We do not accept government funding in the countries in which we work. GCHR is
grateful to our donor partners who supported the publication of this Annual Report.
See more at: http://www.gc4hr.org/page/about_us
DEDICATION
This report is dedicated to all human rights defenders in the Middle East, particularly
women, who are under severe stress and are subjected to unrelenting threats for their
human rights work. As the world copes with the COVID-19 pandemic, we call for their
immediate and unconditional release so they can receive proper medical care and be
reunited with their families during this terrible time.
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I.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since its establishment in 2011, the Gulf Centre for Human Rights
(GCHR) has endeavoured to create a safer environment and offer support to human rights defenders
(HRDs) – including independent lawyers, academics, journalists and online activists – across the Gulf
region and neighbouring countries. In 2019, GCHR issued 107 appeals, statements and updates on
the cases of 321 individual HRDs at risk from the countries in which it works - Bahrain, Jordan,
Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab Emirates, Yemen and
other neighbouring countries. Where required, GCHR also documents attacks on partner HRDs in
other countries, such as Egypt, and has highlighted cases of journalists killed with impunity in other
countries. In addition, GCHR reported on the violent suppression of mass demonstrations in Iran,
Iraq and Lebanon, where almost 30,000 people were killed, wounded or arrested; in addition to
smaller protests in Kuwait and Syria, as people struggle to make their voices heard.
In 2019, GCHR continued to work in coalition with partner organisations, specifically in relation to
campaigns calling for the release of women’s rights defenders in Saudi Arabia, as well as for the release
of GCHR’s Board member Ahmed Mansoor, who is currently detained in the UAE. GCHR publishes
evidence-based reports and carries out country missions and trial observations. In 2019, GCHR
published ten country reports and briefings focusing on themes such as civic space, women’s rights
and digital rights, in addition to its annual report. GCHR provides direct support to HRDs in the
region. In 2019, the organisation facilitated over a dozen emergency requests for assistance (medical
support, security, trial observation, evacuation etc.) GCHR also works with ProtectDefenders.EU on
emergency support and relocation. In addition to providing capacity-building workshops on digital
security skills, navigating UN Mechanisms and undertaking investigative journalism to over 200
HRDs, GCHR supports HRDs’ access to networking opportunities with partner NGOs, donors and
UN experts.
GCHR organised, co-sponsored and contributed to 11 side events with NGO partners and UN experts
at UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) sessions in February/March, June/July and September 2019
focusing on Bahrain, UAE, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia, as well as issues in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region such as Statelessness (in Kuwait), and hate speech, among other challenges
faced by journalists. GCHR also carried out advocacy campaigns and meetings surrounding the
Universal Periodic Reviews (UPRs) of Kuwait and Qatar.
GCHR has facilitated dialogue between grassroots and national human rights communities from the
region and the international community. This has been achieved by undertaking research and issuing
appeals based on information which comes directly from HRDs, as well as coordinating joint actions
and facilitating cooperation between local partners in the region and international allies.
GCHR has a respected advocacy and defence network supporting WHRDs in one of the world’s most
complex and challenging environments for human rights and feminism. Every day, WHRDs in the
region face sexual and gender-based violence (GBV), gendered threats and ill-treatment, judicial and
online harassment, arrests, detention, abduction, kidnapping, torture, enforced disappearances and
even femicide. GCHR battles for women’s rights in the region, such as in Iran, where WHRDs are
jailed for absurdly long periods, as well as in Saudi Arabia where women’s rights defenders remain in
prison for calling for the right to drive, self-determination, and freedom from male guardianship.
GCHR has also highlighted the brave women at the forefront of protests in Lebanon, Iran and Iraq,
among others.
GCHR’s mandate focuses on providing support and protection for at-risk men and women human
rights defenders, activists and feminist movements, by enabling their roles in the protection and
promotion of human rights, as well as equipping them with the necessary tools to maintain their work
and activism. GCHR strives to achieve this by facilitating their contributions to and engagements with
various UN and international mechanisms and stakeholders, while working tirelessly to protect them.
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II.

COUNTRY SUMMARIES

BAHRAIN

GCHR published two urgent actions, seven updates, four appeals, and three joint appeals covering the
cases of 23 HRDs. The focus of GCHR’s appeals remains on calling for medical care and the release
from prison of HRDs including its two Founding Directors, Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja and Nabeel
Rajab, as well as Dr. Abduljalil Al-Singace and Naji Fateel. Further violations of digital rights
activists continued, some of which stemmed from the enactment of new cybercrime legislation.

IRAN

GCHR led two urgent actions and published five updates and seven appeals covering the cases of 16
HRDs. GCHR issued an urgent action for WHRDs who have been arrested and subjected to harsh
prison sentences, ranging from 16-23 years for participating in the White Wednesday campaign
protesting compulsory hijab laws in Iran. Nasrin Sotoudeh received a sentence of 38 years in prison
and 148 lashes. In November, Iranian authoritarians violated Iranian citizens’ right to internet access
by imposing an internet shut down for six days following mass protests.

IRAQ

GCHR published 25 updates, 15 appeals, eight joint appeals and one joint report covering the cases of
90 HRDs. In 2019, a chilling pattern emerged - peaceful protesters, activists and HRDs were
kidnapped, tortured and assassinated, targeted for their participation in peaceful protests starting in
October 2019. Journalists have been the subject of assassinations, assassination attempts and
defamation campaigns for their efforts in reporting on human rights violations and corruption. GCHR
began intense advocacy against the use of lethal force in Iran and followed up on Iraq’s 2019 UPR.

JORDAN

In 2019, GCHR did not publish any appeals on Jordan but carried out research. Jordanian authorities
tightened their grip on freedoms of expression and assembly. Starting in March 2019, activists,
journalists and protesters were arrested after calling for an end to the imprisonment of political
prisoners, government corruption, and harsh living conditions across the country. They were also at
risk of prosecution for online activism. On 28 March 2019, a teacher was arrested by the Jordanian
authorities and sentenced to two years in prison in relation to Facebook posts which allegedly insulted
the King of Jordan. In other findings, migrant workers remain at risk and discrimination against longterm refugees has increased.

KUWAIT

GCHR published 12 updates and appeals, as well as two joint reports covering the cases of 50 HRDs.
Online activists and Bedoon activists were arrested, violating their rights to freedom of expression
and assembly. The Bedoon community was heavily repressed from expressing their dissatisfaction
with the injustice at the heart of mass arrests and the trial of 16 Bedoon activists. Thanks to advocacy
by GCHR and others, most of them were freed.

LEBANON
GCHR published four appeals in relation to demonstrations and the brave women leading the protests
which spread across the country in October 2019 following government plans to tax WhatsApp, which
led to broader protests about corruption and ineffective governance. Digital rights were threatened as
the Internet was shut down during protests.

OMAN

GCHR published four updates and four joint appeals with the Omani Association for Human Rights
(OAHR) covering the cases of six HRDs. GCHR documented tighter censorship and a lack of
international recognition of violations of freedoms of thought, speech, and expression in Oman.
Activists are arrested for expressing their thoughts and opinions on recent diplomatic decisions.
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QATAR
GCHR published two updates, one appeal and one joint appeal, advocating for the rights of migrant
workers in preparation of the FIFA World Cup in 2022. GCHR joined other NGOs in successfully
arguing against the expansion of the World Cup to other countries in the region with poor human
rights records concerning freedom of assembly and expression. Media freedoms remain restricted in
Qatar.

SAUDI ARABIA

GCHR issued an urgent action, 25 updates, 14 appeals, six joint appals, two reports and two joint
reports covering 103 HRDs cases. Despite the release of some prominent WHRDs in Saudi Arabia in
March 2019, over 20 WHRDs and supporters remain in prison since the crackdown on women’s right
activists began in 2018, with over a dozen supporters arrested in spring 2019. The UN issued a forceful
response following joint advocacy by GCHR and partners, with 25 states signing a cross-regional joint
statement at the UNHRC in October, condemning Saudi Arabia’s ongoing persecution and
intimidation of activists and WHRDs and seeking justice for Jamal Khashoggi, the Saudi journalist
murdered on 02 October 2018. Cosmetic reforms introduced by the Saudi government gloss over its
lack of commitment to advancing rights and freedoms including the freedoms of thought and speech.
GCHR also reported on the sorry state of migrant workers’ rights.

SYRIA
The wide scale of atrocities committed by all parties to the conflict, including the massacre of civilians
in the North, made it impossible for GCHR to note every case. GCHR, therefore, has focused on a
number of cases that were not necessarily covered by other partners or international NGOs. GCHR
published two updates and appeals covering the cases of ten HRDs. The enforced disappearances and
lack of information on the fate of HRDs including Razan Zaitouneh, Samira Khalil, Nazem
Hamadi and Wa’el Hamada, constrains efforts to hold the actors involved accountable. GCHR
continues to call for the release of all human rights defenders in Syria, and for information on the fate
of those forcibly disappeared. WHRDs have been at the forefront of peaceful protests.

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

GCHR issued four urgent actions, ten updates, seven appeals and five joint appeals covering the cases
of six HRDs, with a focus on GCHR’s Advisory Board member Ahmed Mansoor, who went on
hunger strike in protest against the poor conditions in his isolation cell. Joint advocacy led by GCHR,
resulted in Mansoor ending his hunger strike in April after he was offered some concessions but he
resumed the hunger strike in September, leading to a massive worldwide campaign. GCHR also
focused on the UAE’s “Year of Tolerance” to appeal for HRDs to be freed. Four HRDs who were due
for release from prison several years ago were finally freed in 2019, while others were subjected to
inhumane prison conditions. GCHR also reported on the malicious use of cybersecurity technology to
spy on HRDs.

YEMEN

GCHR published nine updates and eight appeals covering the cases of ten HRDs and journalists. The
freedoms and rights of journalists, HRDs and members of civil society organisations have been bluntly
violated, while the humanitarian crisis escalates. Restrictions included travel bans, enforced
disappearances and obstructing the press. GCHR also carried out advocacy to encourage the UN to
strengthen and renew the mandate of the Group of Eminent Experts (GEE) on Yemen, which was
renewed in September 2019.

4

Reclaiming civic space: Documenting the actions of fearless human rights defenders and citizens in 2019

III. REGIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS ANALYSIS
GCHR and other NGOs have documented a clear
clampdown on human rights defenders (HRDs)
across the wider Gulf region and neighbouring
countries – specifically in Bahrain, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq,

Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), Yemen and Syria. Any criticism or call
for reform can lead to harassment, fabricated charges and
convictions enabled by increasingly politicised judiciaries,
which can lead to torture and imprisonment.
In most countries in the region, the severe curtailment of civic space and independent media outlets
has hampered freedom of expression and led to the majority of critical comment and opposition being
expressed online. This leads to the increased prosecution of online content and the imprisonment of
HRDs, bloggers, photographers, and online activists for tweets or Facebook posts across the region.
On many occasions, the authorities, as well as non-state actors who carry out human rights abuses,
have sought to target independent human rights organisations and restrict their legitimate human
rights activities through harassment and intimidation. This includes threats via social media or progovernment media outlets, as well as preventing access to social media accounts and other online
tools. This can result in arrests and lengthy prison sentences using cybercrime laws, or anti-terror
laws. These laws are often used to jail more HRDs than actual criminals under the pretext of “national
security”.
The international response tends to be limited and the lack of accountability from the culprits
contributes to the clampdown on civic space, both public and digital, including during times of war.
The support given by the United States, the United Kingdom, Russia, and other influential states, to
oppressive governments in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, significantly enables
the deterioration in human rights being witnessed right now. This issue is not solely restricted to the
MENA region but is a global phenomenon.
The current period could be viewed as one of the most contentious in years for freedom of expression
across the MENA region. Severe violations persist, with attacks against HRDs, journalists and online
activists who promote freedom of expression continuing unabated in many countries. The size, scope,
and breadth of human rights violations and the targeting of HRDs, journalists and civil society,
requires strengthened and more effective cooperation between international mechanisms, including
the UN system, as well as national, regional and international organisations.
Nevertheless, there have been a number of effective tools to protect human rights. The governments
in the region are sensitive to bad publicity from UN human rights mechanisms, UN and EU
statements. Although still having limited influence, recommendations and statements by the UN
system and the European Parliament have started to affect the relationship between the national
governments and Western governments by drawing attention to detailed human rights
recommendations, including via UN mechanisms.
In this report, GCHR recognises that the persistent, aggressive prosecution of human rights
defenders, journalists and protesters in 2019 has been even more pernicious than in previous years.
Human rights defenders and journalists were openly targeted, assassinated or were victims of
assassination attempts, enforced disappearances and torture in detention. All this was done in public
spaces to intimidate and deter people in the Gulf and neighbouring counties from expressing
themselves freely, but they have been fearless and defied these threats to continue calling for the
respect of human rights, particularly via large protests across the region in Iran, Iraq, Kuwait,
Lebanon and Syria, as well as Egypt, Algeria and Morocco. Against all odds, solidarity networks
nationally, regionally, and internationally have been nurtured and strengthened.
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IV.

SUMMARY OF GCHR ACTIVITIES AND ACHIEVEMENTS
Through its activities, GCHR aims to provide HRDs with
the support and advocacy they require to promote and
protect human rights without fear for their safety. To this
end, GCHR undertakes advocacy work at international, regional, and
national levels. Throughout 2019, in addition to 10 reports, GCHR
issued 76 appeals, 31 joint appeals and letters, 120 country updates and
news alerts on cases concerning 321 HRDs in the Gulf region and
neighbouring countries.

GCHR works closely with partner organisations to carry out human
rights activities and to ensure that it offers the best support to HRDs. In
2019, GCHR strengthened its partnerships with CIVICUS, FIDH, IFEX,
the World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT) SOS-Torture Network
and the Global Forum for Media Development – all networks of which
GCHR is a member. GCHR is also the research partner for the CIVICUS
Monitor. GCHR and partners also initiated “MENA Network for
Countering Hate Speech” to confront hate speech in the media and on
social networking sites in the MENA region.

a. Monitoring and publicising cases
GCHR monitors cases through diverse channels which increase our outreach by opening up additional
avenues for publishing cases and updates. Social media monitoring and interaction allow GCHR to
amplify the voices of HRDs at risk when they are targeted and to communicate with them in a timely
manner. GCHR’s website, mailing list, and social media accounts are channels which allow us to
publicise our work by sharing news updates, appeals, and urgent actions with the wider public. These
platforms also serve as a means of communication to receive urgent support and protection requests
from HRDs at risk. GCHR cases and reports are publicised on GCHR’s website (with a reach of over
32,000 users, Facebook (4500 followers growing at a rate of around 65 new followers per month) and
Twitter (8600 followers), growing at a rate of 50-60 followers per month. GCHR’s subscriber list is
currently 2785.

b. United Nations Advocacy
GCHR’s advocacy work is carried out across thematic lines as well as
being country-specific. A substantial amount of our advocacy focuses
on the regular sessions of the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) and
Universal Periodic Reviews (UPRs), as well as those of the Commission
on the Status of Women (CSW), the Committee Against Torture (CAT),
the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD) and the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW).
GCHR’s advocacy strategy with the UN system is based on regular communications with various
mechanisms within the UNHRC, as well as direct contact with the OHCHR, including the mandate
holders, to report on cases of human rights defenders at risk. GCHR has built relationships with UN
special rapporteurs including David Kaye, the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression, Michel
Forst, the Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders, Clément Nyaletsossi
Voule, the Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association,
Agnès Callamard, the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, and
Fionnuala Ní Aoláin, the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms While Countering Terrorism.
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On 19 February 2019, 52 organisations, including GCHR, sent a letter to over 30 Ministers of Foreign
Affairs, calling on UN Member States to adopt a resolution at the 40th session of the UNHRC
demanding the release of the detained Saudi women human rights defenders (WHRDs) and the
establishment of a monitoring mechanism to tackle human rights violations in Saudi Arabia.
On 04 March 2019, GCHR hosted a UNHRC side event entitled “Saudi Arabia – Time for
Accountability” to demand the release of HRDs arbitrarily detained or forcibly disappeared. The event
was organised in partnership with: Right Livelihood Award Foundation, MENA Rights Group, OMCT
and GCHR. Moreover, it was co-sponsored by ALQST, CIVICUS, Global Fund for Women, Women’s
March Global, the International Service for Human Rights (ISHR), and Equality Now.
On 12 March 2019, in a parallel event during the 63rd UN Commission
on the Status of Women in New York at the UN Correspondents
Association, a feminist coalition called on Saudi Arabia to free women’s
rights activists imprisoned in 2018 for their advocacy. The event was
organised by GCHR, CIVICUS, ISHR and Women's March Global and
co-sponsored by the Global Fund for Women, Scholars at Risk, and the
Urgent Action Fund for Women's Human Rights.
On 14 March 2019, during the UNHRC’s 40th Session in Geneva, GCHR, FIDH and sponsors organised
an event entitled: “Strong measures needed to advance accountability in Yemen”. Co-sponsors were:
Ceasefire Center for Civilian Rights, Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS), Front Line
Defenders, CIVICUS, Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), ARTICLE19, Mwatana Organisation
for Human Rights, PEN International, Reporters Without Borders (RSF), OMCT, IFEX, the
International Commission of Jurists (ICJ), Index on Censorship, and MENA Rights Group.
On 27 March 2019, GCHR, the Iraqi Observatory for Human Rights, the Metro Centre for Journalist
Rights and Advocacy, Front Line Defenders, and the Iraqi Civil Society Solidarity Initiative made a
joint submission to the UN UPR of Iraq.
On 18 June 2019, GCHR, ALQST, ISHR, and MENA Rights Group made a joint submission to CAT in
response to the Committee’s request for further clarification on reprisals against and harassment,
intimidation and arrest of HRDs and journalists in Saudi Arabia.
During the 41st session of the UNHRC in Geneva in June and July 2019, GCHR and partners organised
three events. The first, on 27 June, entitled, “Justice for Khashoggi: Enhancing the UN’s Impact in
Ending Impunity”, was organised by ARTICLE19 and co-sponsored by GCHR, CPJ, ALQST, Right
Livelihood Award Foundation, MENA Rights Group, and the International Commission of Jurists.
The second focused on the United Arab Emirates (UAE), on 03 July
and was entitled, “Silencing Dissent: The Systematic Persecution of
HRDs in the UAE: What Role for the UN Mechanisms?”. The event
was jointly hosted by GCHR, OMCT, CIVICUS, the Arabic Network
for Human Rights Information (ANHRI), and FIDH.
The third UNHRC side event on 04 July was entitled, “Challenges
Faced by Journalists in MENA region: Act Now!” joined GCHR,
ANHRI, the CIHRS, MADA, Maharat Foundation, and the UN
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
On 18 July 2019, GCHR made a joint submission with ISHR, GCHR, CIVICUS and MENA Rights
Group to the UPR of Kuwait which shed light on the risks facing HRDs, official restrictions on civic
space and the subjecting of HRDs to intimidation and reprisals for accessing international and
regional mechanisms.
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On 20 August 2019, 77 organisations, including GCHR, called on the UNHRC to extend and broaden
the mandate of the Group of Eminent Experts on Yemen (GEE) by conducting a thorough
investigation into specific violations against HRDs, journalists and bloggers, and the closure of civic
space. This combined advocacy was successful when the GEE’s mandate was renewed at the UNHRC,
with 22 states voting yes. GCHR’s Advocacy Consultant participates in joint strategy meetings with
numerous other NGOs working on Yemen, including Mwatana Organisation for Human Rights,
Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, CIHRS and Crisis Action.
During the UNHRC’s 42nd session in Geneva from 09-27 September
2019, GCHR and partners organised advocacy panels to support HRDs
in Yemen, Kuwait, Iraq, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. The MENA Network
to Combat Hate Speech was established during this session, and 25
member states issued a joint statement condemning human rights
violations in Saudi Arabia.
On 12 September, GCHR co-sponsored a UNHRC Side event on “The
need to strengthen international accountability” in Yemen, with Kamel Jendoubi, the head of the GEE,
and Radhya Al-Mutawakel, head of Mwatana (and GCHR Advisory Board member).
On 16 September 2019, ISHR, GCHR, MENA Rights Group and CIVICUS made a joint submission to
the third cycle of the UN UPR of Kuwait which was held in January 2020. The submission found that
Kuwait did not implement any of the 13 recommendations related to civic space made in its previous
review.
GCHR and partners continued to carry out advocacy at the UN to help imprisoned WHRDs in Saudi
Arabia. Led by Australia, 25 states signed a cross regional joint statement at the UNHRC in October,
condemning Saudi Arabia’s ongoing persecution and intimidation of activists, including WHRDs, and
seeking justice for Jamal Khashoggi, the Saudi journalist who was murdered on 02 October 2018. In
addition, 13 UN special rapporteurs and other human rights experts issued an appeal to free Saudi
WHRD, Loujain Al-Hathloul, after joint advocacy by GCHR and partners at the UN alongside her sister,
Lina Al-Hathloul.
In November 2019, GCHR began advocacy at the UN in Geneva, petitioning Canada, the US,
Denmark, the EU, Switzerland and other missions to urge the Iraqi government to end the use of
lethal force against protesters, and to call on the UN to investigate the use of lethal force against
protesters in both Iran and Iraq. GCHR continues to work with Amnesty International, Human Rights
Watch, CIHRS, FIDH, CIVICUS, Alamal Organisation, ImpactIran, and Women's International
League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) to seek justice for protesters and human rights defenders
injured and killed in Iran and Iraq, by both the government and armed groups, and to free the
thousands who remain imprisoned.
GCHR continues to hold bilateral meetings with representatives of UN member states in Geneva, as
well as with partners at international, regional and local NGOs.

c. Advocacy and Online Campaigns
GCHR carries out online advocacy campaigns in partnership with other international and local groups
and engages the online public by initiating advocacy through hashtags for action.
On 17 January 2019, GCHR urged netizens to amplify one of its appeals to the Bahraini government
by tweeting demands in the appeal using the hashtags #FreeAbdulhadi and #FreeNabeel to call for
GCHR’s Founding Directors Nabeel Rajab and Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja to be freed. Another
appeal supported the #BahrainPrisonersStrike.
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Under the campaign to #FreeAhmed and #GiveAhmedaBed, GCHR
led a worldwide campaign with Amnesty International, CIVICUS,
FIDH, IFEX, Access Now, PEN, ISHR and others calling for GCHR
Board member Ahmed Mansoor to be freed from Al-Sadr prison,
where he is serving a 10-year sentence in isolation. GCHR and
Amnesty coordinated a joint letter to the authorities signed by over
140 NGOs, organised protests in cities around the world on 22 October
2019 to mark Ahmed’s 50th Birthday, including delivering a giant cake
to the UAE mission in Geneva, and sent birthday cards to Ahmed in
prison. The campaign was particularly timely as it coincided with an
urgent action launched by GCHR after receiving reports that Mansoor
had begun a hunger strike in September.
GCHR also issued an urgent appeal calling for the release of four WHRDs sentenced to between 10
and 24 years in prison for protesting against Iran’s forced hijab (veil) laws. The four women were
imprisoned for exercising their right to freedom of expression and participating in the
#WhiteWednesdays campaign.
Using the #StandWithSaudiHeroes hashtag, GCHR worked with partners
to gain support from the public, UN mechanisms and member states to
help free men and women HRDs, including five WHRDs who remained in
prison by the end of the year while dozens of others were released
following the crackdown which began in May 2018 against women
campaigning for #WomensRight2Drive and #IAmMyOwnGuardian.
GCHR, the International Service for Human Rights (ISHR), Women’s
March Global, Equality Now, Americans for Democracy & Human Rights
in Bahrain (ADHRB) and WHRD MENA Coalition – which all form the
Free Saudi WHRDs Coalition.
In an example of both public and behind the scenes advocacy, GCHR and other NGOs, trade unions,
players’ unions and fans groups sent an open letter in March 2019 to FIFA about human rights
concerns amidst talks of expanding the 2022 World Cup from Qatar to other countries in the Gulf
region. “Specific human rights risks relevant to the hosting of the World Cup that FIFA must consider
include exploitative labour systems that make migrant workers vulnerable to abuse; discrimination
based on gender, sexual orientation and religion; as well as restrictions on the rights to freedom of
peaceful assembly, association and expression, and threats to human rights defenders,” says the letter.
FIFA responded publicly by promising to apply its new human rights policy to any future co-hosts.
In May, FIFA’s Human Rights Manager consulted GCHR staff who noted that hosting the World Cup
in KSA, Bahrain and UAE would do nothing to improve the human rights situation as shown by
precedent, especially with F1 in Bahrain, where Najah Yusuf was arrested and tortured for protesting;
or a golf tournament in Saudi Arabia which was followed by over a dozen arrests of HRDs and
supporters of the women’s rights defenders who are still in prison. FIFA subsequently dropped the
expansion plan in light of these human rights concerns.
GCHR has carried out other campaigns related to business and
human rights, including targeting sporting events in Saudi Arabia,
cultural events and conferences in the United Arab Emirates, or
business ventures. In 2019, GCHR led a successful joint initiative
that encouraged Volkswagen not to build an automobile plant in
Saudi Arabia, noting the irony of manufacturing cars in a country
that was holding dozens of women’s rights defenders in prison for
demanding the right to drive.
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GCHR also encouraged NGOs and individuals not to attend events in the UAE organised by the
Ministry of Tolerance during the country’s “Year of Tolerance”, when all human rights defenders
remain silenced behind bars.
On 10 December 2019, International Human Rights Day, GCHR
appealed to the authorities to free detained HRDs across the
Middle East, who risk their lives and freedom to carry out work
for the benefit of all members of civil society. On 09 December,
International Human Rights Defenders Day, GCHR honoured
the work of HRDs who are at the forefront of demands to respect
human rights. On 29 November, International Women Human
Rights Defenders Day, GCHR honoured the brave women at the
forefront of social movements and leading the protests in
Lebanon and Iraq, and all the women who have been arrested in
Iran, or in Saudi Arabia for calling for women’s rights, such as
the right to drive and the right to be free of male guardianship.

d. Special Reports & Statements
In 2019, GCHR published 10 reports, of which four are special reports and six are joint reports.
Reports to UN mechanisms are mentioned in other sections.
On 04 March 2019, GCHR published a report on the torture of WHRDs in Saudi Prisons. The calls
made by over 179 international and regional human rights organisations to release WHRDs and hold
Saudi Arabia accountable for its human rights violations were ignored.
On International Women’s Day, 08 March 2019, GCHR released a
feminist comic novel covering several cases of WHRDs in Saudi
Arabia contrasting the ambitions of Vision 2030. The comic was
dedicated to the WHRDs in Saudi Arabia who have been challenging
the status quo and the patriarchy in the region and more specifically
in Saudi Arabia, the 5th most dangerous country for women to live
in the world, according to the Thomson Reuters Foundation. GCHR
also celebrated the cross-regional group of 36 States, including all EU Member States, which called
for the release of detained women human rights defenders in Saudi Arabia, sending a strong message
to the Saudi authorities that the UNHRC will hold its members accountable.
On World Press Freedom Day, 03 May 2019, GCHR called for the
release of all journalists and online activists imprisoned in violation
of their right to freedom of expression. Regrettably, GCHR reported
on the very bleak conditions for the media in general and journalists
in particular in the MENA region, where many journalists are being
targeted, are working under very harsh conditions and in constant
fear of reprisals.
On 04 June 2019, GCHR was among 40 organisations who submitted a joint appeal addressed to
UNHRC member states, calling on them to advance a HRC resolution establishing a monitoring
mechanism over the human rights violations in the country and calling explicitly for the immediate
and unconditional release of the detained Saudi women human rights defenders and to drop all
charges against them, including those provisionally released.
In August 2019, GCHR and ALQST submitted a joint report on the state of media freedom in the
MENA region to the United Kingdom Foreign Affairs Committee, in response to a call for written
evidence from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and global media freedom inquiry. The
submission was published by the Committee on 03 September.
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In October 2019, GCHR published a briefing about the potential exploitation of deepfake content in
targeting HRDS, particularly women, in the region. Blurring the lines between real and fake, deepfake
technology presents itself as a pressing challenge as it demonstrates the ways in which technology can
be maliciously used to violate human rights. By using deep machine learning and artificial
intelligence, it is easier than ever to produce fake content such as video and text that appear real.
Examples of using deepfake vary from entertainment such as doctoring film snippets to more
problematic content such as gender-based fake pornography. Dual-use technologies are a challenge
to democracy and human rights when used maliciously. Gender-based deepfake targeting is
particularly problematic as the tools to create such content are very accessible.
According to UNESCO, more than 1000 journalists have been murdered over the past 12 years. On
the International Day to End Impunity, GCHR released a report on the need to identify, expose and
hold accountable those responsible for past crimes in order to prevent future crimes and protect
journalists in the region. The report mentions 37 journalists from Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Palestine,
Saudi Arabia and Syria, who have been killed with impunity in the past decade.

e. Capacity Building Workshops
GCHR is avidly pursuing opportunities for strengthening channels of solidarity, advocacy and
engagement. In 2019, GCHR worked on its organisational capacity-building as well as the capacitybuilding of other organisations through a variety of workshops.
Special Rapporteurs attend GCHR’s Gulf & Neighbouring Countries Platform in
Beirut every year, and regularly participate in GCHR’s HRC side events.
GCHR held a Gulf & Neighbouring Countries Platform and workshops in Beirut
in January 2019, attended by 23 WHRDs, with women making up 70% of HRD
participants. International and local NGO partners and Clément Nyaletsossi
Voule, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly
and of Association, also participated. The WHRDs received training in: Digital
security (crash course), Personal Security, and UN Mechanisms including the
OHCHR, HRC and Treaty Bodies. They covered the role of special rapporteurs,
the UPR, and committees including the CAT, the Committee on the Elimination
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), Committee on the Elimination of
Racial Discrimination (CERD) and WGAD.
The event also provided an opportunity for HRDs from the region to meet with international NGOs
and donors. At a public event during the Platform, participants called for dozens of women and men
human rights defenders in the Gulf and neighbouring countries to be freed.
In June 2019, GCHR
organised a regional
consultation in Tunis
with the UN Special
Rapporteur,
Michel
Forst, to meet over 60
HRDs and experts from
17 countries in the MENA
region
for
the
development
of
his
thematic
report
on
impunity. Forst tweeted:
“A few days ago, I met w/
a group of courageous and resilient #HRDs to discuss impunity and human rights work in the #MENA
region.”
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Michel Forst presented his report on impunity and human rights defenders, which was based on
regional consultations worldwide, at the 74th United Nations General Assembly on 15 October 2019.
The consultations led to the recommendations to States included in his report, which focused on
combatting impunity for rights violations against HRDs.
GCHR also conducts workshops for journalists from the region, as well as individual country
workshops for journalists interesting in press freedom monitoring. All workshops are gender balanced
or have more than 50% women. Participants are trained in ethics, investigative journalism, journalism
and human rights, covering social movements and whistleblowers, in addition to receiving digital
rights training and protection advice. NGO partners who participate in GCHR’s journalism workshops
include Amnesty International, CPJ, RSF and Human Rights Watch, in addition to UN staff and donor
partners.

f. Partnerships and Public Events
Throughout 2019, GCHR carried out public events with various partners.
GCHR organised a public event in Beirut on 19 January 2019 calling for
the freedom of HRDs in the Gulf and Neighbouring Countries. On 24
January 2019, GCHR, ADHRB, Amnesty International, the Bahrain
Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD), and Front Line Defenders
organised a solidarity gathering in front of Dáil Éireann (the Irish
Parliament) in Dublin. The gathering protested against the appalling
detention conditions of HRDs and WHRDs imprisoned in Bahrain, some
of whom were on hunger strike for over 70 days.

On 26 March 2019, GCHR and ALQST organised a public event at the United Kingdom’s Parliament
which focused on the trial of Saudi WHRDs and discussed strategies which might lead to the release
of more WHRDs. The event was co-sponsored by Front Line Defenders and PEN International and
hosted by UK Member of Parliament, Layla Moran, a member of the Detention Review Panel (DRP)
mandated to review the detention conditions of women who have faced torture, ill-treatment and
sexual harassment in Saudi Arabia.
On 06 March 2019, GCHR’s Advisory Board member the academic and researcher Dr.
Hala Al-Dosari, was selected as the first Washington Post Jamal Khashoggi
Fellow. The Fellowship is named after the Saudi journalist who was murdered on 02
October 2018.
During RightsCon 2019 which took place in Tunisia in June, GCHR and partners were involved in
three panels. The themes of the panels were: the challenges faced in the 20 years since the adoption
of the HRDs Declaration, applying new tools to encourage company action in support of civic
freedoms and HRDs, and the need for an export ban on cybersecurity and surveillance companies
who violate democracy and human rights.
Bahraini activist and digital security consultant, Mohammed Al-Maskati. was one of five recipients
of Access Now’s Human Rights Heroes Award. Al-Maskati, one of GCHR’s trainers, was recognised
“for his outstanding efforts to defend human rights by providing digital security training to HRDs and
vulnerable groups throughout the MENA”.
Leading up to the Global Media Freedom Conference, attended by GCHR’s Executive Director,
Khalid Ibrahim, GCHR joined 35 organisations on 09 July 2019 to call on all participating states to
ensure the protection and safety of all journalists and media workers.
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To mark the 6th International Day to End Impunity for
Crimes against Journalists, on 02 November 2019,
18 NGOs called for immediate actions at the conclusion
of an event in Beirut entitled "No to impunity for the
crimes committed against journalists in the
Arab region." The event was organised by GCHR and
sponsored by ADHRB, Bahrain Center for Human
Rights (BCHR), Bahrain Press Association (BPA),
CIVICUS, CPJ, Development Refqan Organisation in
Yemen, IFEX, International Media Support (IMS), Iraqi
Observatory for Human Rights (IOHR), Maharat
Foundation, Media Association for Peace (MAP), Metro Center for Journalists' Rights and Advocacy,
Palestinian Center for Development and Media Freedoms (MADA), PEN International, Syrian Center
for Media and Freedom of Expression (SCM), Syrian League for Citizenship, and OMCT. A photo
exhibition was also organised to mark the International Day to End Impunity, in order to shed light
on journalists in the Arab region who have been killed or disappeared in the past years, including in
Palestine, Libya, Egypt, Bahrain, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, and Saudi Arabia.
During the 14th UN Internet Governance Forum in Berlin, the founding body of the MENA Network
to Combat Hate Speech held a meeting on 26 November 2019. The MENA Network was launched
during the UN HRC in September by GCHR, the Palestinian Center for Development and Media
Freedoms (MADA), Maharat Foundation and the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression
(SCM). The founding members appealed to all those interested in combatting hate speech to support
the MENA Network and its efforts to promote civil peace and social cohesion.
In 2019, GCHR became a member of the Global Forum for Media Development (GFMD) and the
OMCT SOS-Torture Network. GCHR attended membership meetings of FIDH, IFEX, and CIVICUS,
and is a member of the Bar Human Rights Committee and WHRD International Coalition. GCHR’s
campaigns, joint actions and news are amplified and supported by these networks. GCHR is the
CIVICUS Monitor research partner for 10 countries.
GCHR is also a member of the VUKA coalition steering committee, co-chairing the coalition’s
technical team. Led by CIVICUS, Vuka! consists of over 165 organisations and networks spanning a
broad spectrum of civil society actors, including but not limited to, social movements, labour
organisers, humanitarian groups, development organisations, environmental groups and HRD
coalitions. The aim of Vuka! is to reclaim civic space.
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V.

COUNTRY REPORTS

The following is a more detailed account of the cases presented under country
summaries.

BAHRAIN
The focus of GCHR’s appeals remains on the ongoing
imprisonment of HRDs, including its two Founding Directors,
Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja and Nabeel Rajab. On 17 January
2019, GCHR released an urgent action and appeal to the
authorities in Bahrain, the EU and UN representatives, as well
as to the foreign ministers of the US, the UK, Canada, France
and Denmark, demanding the release of Al-Khawaja, Rajab and
all other prisoners of conscience. The urgent action and appeal
additionally called for the quashing of their convictions and
demanded that all charges against them be dropped. Other
demands included allowing the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment, as well as international NGOs access to Al-Khawaja, Rajab, and
other imprisoned HRDs. Limiting access to prisoners in Bahrain raises questions on the conditions of
imprisonment of Al-Khawaja and Rajab and casts doubt on whether they comply with the UN
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Mandela Rules), including by allowing
regular, unhindered access to their families and providing any medical care they require.
Throughout 2019, including on 08 September 2019, GCHR expressed concern over the ill-treatment
of Rajab in prison, and the failure to release him on conditional release. Rajab has been isolated from
other HRDs and shares a cell in Jaw Prison with nine other prisoners who were convicted for
prostitution offences, which violates Rule 11c of the Mandela Rules.
In light of Bahrain's deteriorating human rights over the years, international events present an
opportunity to advocate for protection of human rights. On 26 March 2019, GCHR was among 25
NGOs signing an open letter to the Formula One Group calling for concrete measures to safeguard
human rights in Bahrain during the international race events in accordance with its own “Statement
of Commitment to Respect for Human Rights,” including by implementing a complaints mechanism.
On 06 May 2019, the Bahrain Court of Cassation upheld the verdict against journalist Mahmoud
Abdu-Ridha Al-Jazeeri, who was sentenced to 15 years in prison and had his nationality revoked.
The court also upheld the verdict against the online activist, Ali Al-Muraj, who was sentenced to 25
years in prison and also had his nationality revoked.
On 19 May 2019, the Director General of Anti-Corruption and Economic and Electronic Security at
the Ministry of Interior accused two HRDs in exile, Sayed Yousif Al-Muhafdah and Hussein AlSatri, of running fake Twitter accounts aimed at inciting instability and threatening public order. The
Ministry claimed in a public statement that “an investigation into the social media accounts that
tended to encourage sedition and harm civil peace, social fabric and stability had shown that most of
them were managed by sources in Iran, Qatar, Iraq and European countries. Many of them were also
handled by the fugitives convicted in absentia.” He added, “those accounts had been involved in
executing a systematic plan to tarnish the image of Bahrain and its people and promote sedition and
disharmony in society.”
On 21 May 2019, the Anti-Cyber Crime Unit accused journalist, Adel Marzooq, who is head of the
Bahrain Press Association (BPA), of encouraging factionalism between members of society. Marzooq
denied these allegations and wrote on Twitter that he is merely expressing his opinion, clarifying that
the publication of political analysis concerning the Gulf and Bahrain consists of journalistic material.
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That same day, the lawyer and online activist, Abdulla Hashim, was released after being summoned
by the Public Prosecutor to appear on 15 May 2019 for allegedly “publishing false and unfounded
news” on Twitter. Hashim reported that his “phone has been seized as an instrument of crime”.
On 23 May 2019, the King of Bahrain ratified the amendment of Law No. 58 of 2006 on the protection
of society from terrorist acts, which severely restricts freedom of expression on the Internet and will
silence online activism. Article 11 poses a threat to online activists, not only inside but outside Bahrain,
who may be prosecuted for online content.
On 27 July 2019, two prisoners and survivors of torture were executed. The families of Ahmed AlMalali, and Ali Al-Arab were called for unscheduled visits on 26 July 2019 before their execution,
while the prison was on complete lockdown.
On 25 August 2019, GCHR issued an urgent medical appeal about imprisoned human rights
defender Dr Abduljalil Al-Singace, who is currently serving a life sentence. Dr. Al-Singace suffers
from mounting health problems such as numbness in his fingers, tremors in his left hand and
prolonged chest pain. He has post-polio syndrome which requires him to use crutches to walk, and
suffers from vertigo, cervical disk herniation and spinal disc herniation which were caused by torture
and aggravated by the ill-treatment to which he has been subjected since his arrest in March 2011.
According to his family, a doctor visited him in prison on 30 August 2019 for the first time in almost
two years but proper medical care has still not been provided.
On 02 September 2019, GCHR led an appeal with eight organisations addressing H.E. Prime Minister
of Norway Erna Solberg, after reports that the Prime Minister of Bahrain, Khalifa bin Salman AlKhalifa, was given an honorary award at an event organised by a small NGO on 12 August 2019, in the
presence of the Prime Minister of Norway. Norway has been at the forefront of pushing forward
mechanisms for the protection of HRDs worldwide, supported by many NGOs and civil society
organisations. The letter highlights Bahrain’s record of human rights violations in respect to unjust
imprisonment and trials, and the torture of HRDs Rajab and Al-Khawaja, violations of women’s
rights, restrictions on freedom of press, and the re-instatement of capital punishment. As the Prime
Minister of Bahrain since 1971, it was surprising that he would receive the “Norwegian Guest of
Honour” award 2019, “in recognition of his efforts to promote regional and global peace, security,
tolerance and harmony."

IRAN
Women’s rights defenders were harshly punished in Iran, particularly those who were imprisoned for
their opposition to the mandatory hijab (veil) laws. Thousands of protesters who took to the streets in
October 2019 were also killed, wounded and arrested.
On 11 March 2019, the well-known human-rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh
received the shockingly arbitrary sentence of 38 years in prison and 148 lashes
on charges of “propaganda against the state,” for allegedly being a member of
LEGAM, an NGO opposed to the death penalty, and “assembly and collusion
against national security.” She is also thought to have been harshly sentenced
for criticising the lack of independence of the judiciary, in addition to
defending women who protested the mandatory veiling laws. Sotoudeh, who
was previously imprisoned from 2010 to 2013, was awarded the prestigious
Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought by the European Union in 2012.
In the wake of the White Wednesday campaign, organised in protest against Iran’s compulsory veilwearing laws, four WHRDs were arrested by agents of the Ministry of Intelligence and Security
(MOIS) for protesting. Saba Kordafshari, Yasaman Aryani, Monireh Arabshahi and
Mojgan Keshavarz were arrested after posting a video which went viral on International Women’s
Day.
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On 10 April 2019, Aryani was arrested for posting a video of herself without a veil and for handing out
flowers to women passengers on a metro train in Tehran on International Women's Day, which is held
each year on 08 March. She was taken to Vozara detention centre where she was held in solitary
confinement for nine days. On 11 April, her mother Monireh Arabshahi was arrested, and on 25
April, Keshavarz was arrested at her home, beaten in front of her nine-year old daughter and taken
to an unknown location. During the time of their detention all three women were under heavy
pressure to make self-incriminating testimonies on camera. On 26 June 2019, Keshavarz was sent to
a hearing at the Revolutionary Court without the presence of a lawyer.
On 31 July, the three WHRDs were sentenced to prison for their peaceful activities by branch 28 of
Tehran's Revolutionary Court. The court that condemned them is presided over by a notorious judge,
Mohammad Moqisseh, who is well known for issuing harsh verdicts entirely based on the reports
compiled by intelligence agents. Judge Moqisseh is the same judge who handed
down Sotoudeh’s harsh sentence. Aryani and Arabshahi both received sentences of 16 years in prison,
while Keshavarz was sentenced to 23 years and six months.
On 01 June 2019, Saba Kordafshari was arrested and held in solitary confinement for ten days in
Vozara detention centre, where she was put under constant pressure to appear on camera and
denounce the White Wednesdays campaign. On 19 August, Kordafshari was sentenced to 24 years in
prison, without being granted access to her lawyer before the trial. The Iranian authorities threatened
to arrest her mother unless she cooperated and signed a confession. She refused to sign and her
mother, Raheleh Ahmadi, was arrested on 10 July in an attempt to pressure Kordafshari into
denouncing the White Wednesday’s movement and its founder, Masih Alinejad.
On 27 September 2019, Ali Alinejad, the brother of Masih Alinejad, was arrested after he shared
a video where he gave an account of the harassment that he and his family have been facing from the
security forces, in an effort to make them publicly denounce Masih Alinejad’s activities.

On 14 June 2019, Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, a 37-year-old British-Iranian citizen, began a wateronly hunger strike to protest her continued imprisonment in an unknown location in the province of
Kerman. She had been held in solitary confinement for over a month, according to her family. She
was detained without charge on 3 April 2016 for reasons of “national security” by the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard during a family visit. She is a project manager for the Thomson-Reuters
Foundation, which does not work in Iran. On 29 June 2019, Zaghari-Ratcliffe and her husband
Richard Ratcliffe ended their hunger strikes after 15 days due to support from the public and
officials in the United Kingdom. On 15 July 2019, Zaghari-Ratcliffe was transferred to the psychiatric
ward of Imam Khomeini hospital. She was handcuffed to the bed and held incommunicado during
her stay. On 21 July, Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe was transferred back to prison and allowed to speak
to her husband.
Iran cracked down viciously against widescale protests that began after a sudden 50% fuel hike on 15
November 2019, which led to over 400 deaths and over 7000 arrests in dozens of cities across the
country as the protests spread. GCHR called on the Iranian authorities to respect freedom of expression
and association, including by allowing protesters to take part in peaceful demonstrations and ensuring
full access to the Internet. GCHR also signed a joint appeal with CIVICUS and local Iranian partners
about the crackdown.

16

Reclaiming civic space: Documenting the actions of fearless human rights defenders and citizens in 2019

From 16-21 November 2019, Iran experienced an internet shut down, leaving 95 per cent of the
population unable to access the internet. Access to government-authorised websites was
uninterrupted whereas access to other websites was sporadic.
On 22 November 2019, four UN experts issued a statement expressing deep concern “at reports of
killings and injuries, and at reports that the authorities may have used excessive force against those
participating in the protests.” They also noted that the internet shutdown “has a political purpose: to
suppress the right of Iranians to access information and to communicate at a time of rising protest.”

IRAQ
Freedom of expression and
assembly
were
severely
threatened
in
2019,
with
numerous arrests and murders of
journalists,
human
rights
defenders and protesters, even
before mass protests spread across
the country in October. On 07
January 2019, National Security
ordered the arrest of journalist
Hussam
Al-Kaabi,
the
correspondent for the Kurdish TV
channel NRT, for defamation in a
Facebook post. Al-Kaabi was
released on 08 January.
On 09 January 2019, Samer Ali Hussain, a photojournalist working for Al-Hurra Iraq TV, was
killed in unknown circumstances and his belongings have disappeared.
On 12 January 2019, the Parliament considered the first draft of the Cybercrime Law, which included
articles that raise alarm for the future of digital freedom of opinion and expression. GCHR and
partners maintain that Article 2 must be redrafted to prevent restricting freedom of expression on the
Internet, or other public freedoms of all citizens, including online activists.
In Iraqi Kurdistan on 26 January 2019, citizens held a demonstration to protest the presence of
Turkish forces at a military barracks in the governorate of Dohuk. Some of the demonstrators set fire
to the barracks, and Turkish forces opened fire indiscriminately, killing two demonstrators and
wounding more than ten others. Dohuk's intelligence agency (Asayish) arrested protesters, who were
only released after signing a pledge, under coercion, to not demonstrate in the future. Moreover,
Asayish arrested more than 50 activists and journalists who were preparing for a sit-in, and tortured
them during interrogation.
Journalist and activist Mustafa Bamarni, who was among those arrested on 26 January, was
arrested again on 01 March 2019 by security forces with other activists. On 11 March, he was freed
along with others including Sherwan Al-Shirwani, Ayaz Karam, Rikan Rashid and Takur
Zardashti, who were detained in Zarka prison in Duhok.
On 27 January 2019, security forces confiscated all of NRT’s digital equipment in Duhok Governorate
and suspended the channel. Five staff members of NRT were detained for several hours by the security
authorities for their coverage of the protests against deployment of Turkish troops Duhok.
On 02 February 2019, gunmen opened fire on the writer and novelist, Dr. Alaa Mashthob Abboud.
killing him instantly in front of his house in Karbala.
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On 09 May 2019, the Supreme Council for Combating Corruption in Iraq enacted restrictions on
media freedom related to corruption accusations, undermining the freedom of activists to do their
jobs without fear of legal reprisals.
In light of the corruption investigations, the nurse and activist, Sorour Abdulkarim AlHussainey, the head of Al-Sorour voluntary team, was put on trial for her work defending public
health. Her team, in cooperation with local authorities, disinterred hundreds of decomposed dead
bodies, left in the aftermath of the war with Dae'sh, in Mosul in order to avoid chronic diseases among
the population in the summer. The former governor of Mosul, Nawfal Al-Aakoub, sued Al-Hussainey
for removing corpses without official approval. On 24 March 2019, the Iraqi Parliament decided to
dismiss him on charges of corruption. On 12 May 2019, the Nineveh Court acquitted Al-Hussainey
and closed the case.
On 23 May 2019, a daily newspaper started a defamation campaign against the journalist, Dr.
Hashim Hassan Al-Tamimi, the dean of the College of Media at the University of Baghdad. Dr.
Al-Tamimi has written articles demanding an end to rampant corruption in various Iraqi state
facilities.
On 26 May 2019, Dr. Nabil Jassim, journalist and professor at the College of Media at the University
of Baghdad and the editor of the Baghdad Today Agency, received death threats to stop him from
publishing documents related to the corruption of a private bank. In a separate incident, Dr. Erada
Zidan Al-Jabouri, Assistant Dean in the same college, faced a fierce electronic campaign over a
question she routinely includes in the exam paper for a course on “media and digital education” using
an article on corruption as a model article.
On 06 June 2019, journalist, Haidar Al-Hamdani, published a video on his Facebook page in which
he revealed alarming threats painted on the front door of his home. On 24 June, HRD Reda AlShaibani’s car was deliberately set on fire. The fire spread to his house but Al-Shaibani and others
managed to extinguish the blaze.
Amidst protests in Basra on 01 July 2019, the activist Dr. Khadim Al-Sahlani was kidnapped and
then released hours later in the middle of the northern Rumaila desert in Basra, where he was able to
walk to a local police checkpoint. Observers said that his rapid release was the result of a massive
solidarity campaign conducted by his fellow activists through social media networks, Facebook and
Twitter. During the same protest in Basra, security forces used live ammunition and tear gas against
protesters and arrested a large number of protestors and protest leaders including Ali Al-Zainabi,
Osama Abd Ali Hussain, Ali Alaa Jabbar, Hassan Alaa Hassan, Abbas Salim Obaid, Ali
Basim Abboud, and Abdelrahman Nazem Abdelrahman.
On 10 July 2019, Maher Radi Abdulhussain was arrested on allegations of theft, and died in the
custody of the Combating Crime Centre in Najaf from severe torture during his five-day investigation.
A group of journalists working for different TV channels were attacked on 03 September 2019 by the
guards of the President of the Salah Al-Din Governorate Council after they entered the Council
building to cover a press conference.
On 04 September 2019, GCHR received a list Iraqi journalists, bloggers and writers who have been
subjected to a campaign of defamation by numerous web pages edited by unknown persons. The list
includes people known for their journalism and blogging in recent years, including writer and
journalist Omar Al-Shaher, writer and journalist Mushreq Abbas, writer and researcher
Hisham Al-Hashimi, poet and blogger Ali Wajeeh, journalist Ridha Al-Shammari, activist and
blogger Mustafa Al-Sofi, activist and blogger Steven Nabil, writer and researcher Hiwa Osman,
journalist Sarmad Al-Taee, journalist Jumana Mumtaz, artist and graphic designer Ahmed
Falah, activist and blogger Sakar Al Zakaria, activist and blogger Hussein Ali, and historian and
blogger Omar Mohammed.
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They have been accused of working to promote normalisation with Israel by cooperating with the
Institute for War and Peace Reporting (IWPR)’s projects in Iraq, despite their hard work to promote
a culture of human rights in the country and defeat terrorism.
On 05 September 2019, the activist and blogger Mohammed Kazem Al-Iraqi was arrested and
detained over a Facebook post, then released the following day.
GCHR issued four rapid joint actions as peaceful protests, which
began on 01 October 2019, were met with the use of unprovoked
lethal force against protesters who were calling for improved
services and an end to corruption and unemployment. From
October to December 2019, more than 400 people were killed,
over 10,000 were wounded and approximately 1000 people were
arrested. On 01 October 2019, peaceful demonstrations were
held in Tahrir Square in Baghdad as well as in the governorates
of Basra, Maysan, Al-Muthanna, Al-Najaf, Karbala, Babylon,
Diyala, Dhi Qar and Qadisiyah. Security forces used tear gas,
water cannons, and live bullets to disperse demonstrators. This
resulted in the death of Mortada Adel who was demonstrating in the vicinity of Tahrir Square and
dozens of other demonstrators were wounded in Baghdad and other cities.
On 02 October 2019, masked gunmen stormed the apartment of HRD and cartoonist, Hussein Adel,
and his wife, the HRD, Sara Taleb, in Basra, killing them in front of their two-year-old daughter
Zahra, who was not physically harmed.
Dozens of demonstrators were arrested in various Iraqi cities, without any judicial warrant. The Iraqi
Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi issued a curfew order in Baghdad starting on 03 October 2019.
On 04 October 2019, eight HRDs in Basra were arbitrarily detained by the security forces, who failed
to produce arrest warrants. The HRD, Hussam Al-Khamisy. was among the detained. They were
held for six hours and released only after being forced to sign a document, which they were not
permitted to read.
Broadcaster and photojournalist, Hisham Fares Al-Adhami, was one of the first Iraqi journalists
to sacrifice their lives while documenting the ongoing popular movement. On 04 October 2019, a
sniper shot him through the heart, killing him instantly, while he was covering demonstrations in
Baghdad's Al-Tayaran Square.
According to the Iraqi High Commission for Human Rights, the estimated toll of victims among
peaceful demonstrators on 05 October 2019 was: 3978 wounded, 93 dead, 567 detained, and 355
released. Approximately 100 protesters were killed between 25 and 30 October, while more than
5,500 others were injured. This brought the death toll to over 250 in October alone.
Iraqi authorities imposed an internet shut down and blocked access to social media networks such as
Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram and other platforms.
On 07 October 2019, activist and physician Maytham Mohammed Al-Helo was kidnapped as he
left his clinic in Baghdad. On the same day, human rights lawyer, Ali Jassab Hattab Al-Heliji was
kidnapped in Amara by an armed group which is still holding him.
A journalist couple and their child were gunned down on 16 October 2019, in Iraqi Kurdistan. Passersby found the bodies of journalist, Amanj Babany, his wife, journalist, Lana Mohammady, and
their three-year-old child, Hano, in their car. On 17 October 2019, the police chief of Sulaymaniyah
Governorate, Brigadier General Aso Taha, held a press conference in which he announced that Babany
killed his family before taking his own life, an account that contradicts eyewitness reports.
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On 28 October 2019, Riot Police Force stationed near Al-Tahrir Square in central Baghdad directly
targeted human rights activist, Safaa Al-Saray, hitting him in the head with a tear gas canister.
On 01 November 2019, activist Majid Al-Zubaidi survived an assassination attempt carried out by
unidentified perpetrators in front of his house in Maysan province. On 02 November, activist and
paramedic, Saba Al-Mahdawi, was kidnapped by unidentified gunmen in Baghdad.
On 06 November 2019, prominent writer and civil activist, Amjad Al-Dahamat, was assassinated
by an unidentified armed group after he attended a meeting with the Police Commander together with
several activists. Activist Bassam Mehdi, who accompanied Al-Dahamat, was seriously injured in
the armed attack.
On 06 November 2019, physician, Abbas Ali, was killed in Baghdad when a member of the Riot
Police Force shot at him. On 07 November 2019, journalist and activist, Ali Hashim, was abducted
and taken to an unknown destination. Also, activist, Hussain Al-Kaabi, was arrested by security
forces at a protest in Dhi Qar Governorate, for leading protests, and inviting citizens to participate.
He was subsequently released on 19 November. On 13 November, two activists were released: Saba
Al-Mahdawi, who was held for 11 days, and Ali Hashim, who was held for six days, and whose
personal phones were confiscated.
On 21 November 2019, the Communications and Media Commission issued letter number 114 S,
ordering the closure of the following channels for three months: Al-Arabiya Al-Hadath, NRT, ANB,
Dijlah, Al-Sharqiya, Al-Fallujah, Al-Rasheed, and Hona Baghdad, in addition to extending the closure
of Al-Hurra for another three months.
On 22 November 2019, Ahmed Baqer Bukli was released six days after being abducted by
government security agencies. On 23 November 2019, in Al-Amara, HRD, Jawad Al-Harishawi.
was shot at by gunmen in civilian clothes who were in an unmarked car. Al-Harishawi survived the
incident.
Further activists, journalists and protestors were killed and injured following torture. On 25
November 2019, university student and activist, Zahra Ali Al-Qarralucy, died after enduring a day
of severe torture by an unknown group who kidnapped her for eight-to-ten hours and then dumped
her body in front of her house.
On 26 November 2019, Alaa Al-Shammari, a reporter of Dijla TV in Najaf was severely beaten by
riot police using batons. On the same day, riot police attacked and seriously injured photographer
Mustafa Al-Rikabi, who works for Dijla TV in Al-Muthanna Governorate, while he was covering a
student demonstration.
In Baghdad, on 27 November 2019, security forces used live bullets and tear gas in their attack on
protesters at Al-Ahrar Bridge, killing two and wounding at least 25 others. A curfew was imposed on
the same day but demonstrations nonetheless resumed. On 28 November, the Iraqi army deployed in
Najaf, and security forces reinforced their presence near the demonstration areas using live
ammunition and tear gas to disperse the demonstrators, killing 12 demonstrators and wounding 70
others.
On 01 December 2019, activist Samir Al-Faraj was released after his arrest by security forces on 27
October 2019 over a Facebook post expressing solidarity with the demonstrators in Tahrir Square.
On 06 December 2019, armed militias in pick-up trucks and mini vans stormed Al-Khilani Square,
which was followed by an attack on the Al-Sinak bridge garage, during which militants armed with
Kalashnikov rifles randomly fired at peaceful protesters killing 25 demonstrators and injuring 135.
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The attacks, which occurred during an electricity blackout, were sudden and brutal, stunning people
who had expected to be able to protest peacefully after the Prime Minister resigned.
During the attack on Al-Khilani Square, photojournalist, Ahmed Muhanna Al-Lami, and
protester, Abbas Sabah Jawad Al-Subaihawi, were killed. During the attack near the garage,
photojournalist, Ali Kanaan Shouhani, suffered an injury to the head.
On 05 December 2019, four masked gunmen abducted photojournalist, Zaid Al-Khafaji, as he
returned home from Al-Tahrir Square. On 12 December, he was released from prison in Baghdad.
On 08 December 2019, a number of activists faced assassination attempts throughout the day. In
Karbala, a bomb attached to the car of the academic and activist, Muhannad Al-Kaabi, exploded.
Two masked assailants killed activist Fahim Al-Taee, after he announced on the morning of 08
December that he had received threats from the same armed group that targeted Al-Kaabi. The same
perpetrators attempted to assassinate the head of Karbala Coordination for the Independent Civil
Movement, Ihab Jawad Al-Wazani, who was accompanied by Al-Taee moments before. On the
same day, in the capital of Maysan Governorate, Basem Al-Zoubaidi, Director of Anna Maysan
Human Rights Organisation, survived an assassination attempt by armed assailants on a motorcycle.
On 10 December 2019, poet and activist, Ali Al-Lami, was kidnapped while returning from Al-Tahrir
Square. His body was found the following day dumped north of Baghdad. On that same day, Ayoub
Muhammad Al-Khazraji, was arrested and released from prison three days later.
On 11 December 2019, HRDs, Salman Khairallah Al-Mansoori and Omar Khadum Al-A’mri,
were arrested and taken to prison where they remained until 17 December. Activist, Alaa Bashi AlJizani, died in a hit and run after a car collided with him. In Diwaniyah, the capital of Al-Qadisiyah
Governorate, activist, Ahmed Al-Suwaidi, and his colleague, Arshad Al-Abdullah, were shot at
in their car by a police officer at a temporary checkpoint.
On 15 December 2019, in Baghdad, unknown gunmen riding a motorbike killed journalist, Hakki
Ismail Al-Azzawi. Another group of unknown gunmen assassinated activist, Mohammad Jassim
Al-Dujaili, and injured two peaceful protesters who were in his car.
On 20 December 2019, activist, Ali Al-Asmi, was assassinated by masked gunmen in a pickup truck
in Dhi Qar Governorate. It is thought that he was mistaken for his activist brother, Salam Al-Asmi.
On the same day, security forces arrested activist, Dr. Omar Yousif Al-Sultani, while he was
returning from Al-Tahrir Square, and held him until 22 December 2019.
On 21 December 2019, activist and poet, Hassan Najm, was shot in the hand by unidentified
gunmen near Al-Mashrah district.
On 22 December 2019, unidentified gunmen shot at and injured activist, Hassan Naim Al-Bahadli,
director of the Al-Kahla Health Center. On the same day, activist and comedian, Aws Fadel, escaped
an assassination attempt in Baghdad.
On 23 December, activist, Abdullah Wahid Al-Khikani. died of wounds sustained on 28
November 2019 near the Zaitoon Bridge in Nasiriyah when peaceful protesters were targeted by the
security forces. Moreover, unidentified masked persons burned the car of Hisham Al-Mozany, a
member of the Namaa Center for Human Rights.
On 24 December 2019, Thaer Karim Al-Tayyib, one of the protest organisers in Diwaniyah, died
of wounds from a bomb attached to his car on 15 December, and activist, Ali Al-Madani, was injured
in the blast. On the same day, activist, Alhor Mohammed Al-Sudani, was kidnapped by an
unknown group after returning from Al-Tahrir Square. Al-Sudani was released two days later on 26
December 2019.
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A computer programmer and expert in fighting electronic blackmail, Ahmed Ghaleb
Khadum (also known as Ahmed Al-Ghalib) remains in arbitrary detention since 25 December
2019, when he was kidnapped in Baghdad by an unknown group.
On 25 December 2019, activist Amir Abdulkarim Al-Chalabi, died after being hit in the head by
a tear gas bomb which placed him in a coma in Baghdad on 25 October 2019. On 26 December 2019,
activist Mortada Fouad Jamshir (Makki), also died of wounds from a tear gas bomb.

JORDAN
Jordanian authorities tightened their grip on freedoms of expression and assembly. Starting in March
2019, activists, journalists and protesters were arrested after calling for an end to political prisoners,
government corruption and harsh living conditions across the country.
On 28 March 2019, authorities arrested teacher, Sabri Al-Masha’leh, for Facebook posts and
sentenced him to two years in prison for allegedly insulting the King of Jordan. Al-Masha’leh was
sentenced on 30 April 2019 and started a hunger strike on 06 May 2019.
In the same wave of arrests, activist, Ahmed Tabanja, was detained on 17 March 2019 for posting a
Facebook live stream of a sit-in. He was arrested on 29 March on charges of insulting a government
office and detained until 21 May. More activists have been detained and faced charges for exercising
their right to freedom of expression online.
Migrant workers’ rights, particularly those of domestic workers, have not improved in Jordan. In
August 2019, reports on migrant workers’ rights brought attention to sustained violations, which do
not receive legal or social scrutiny. Such violations included delayed salary payments, no annual
leaves, long working hours and no weekends.
In September 2019, a nation-wide teachers’ protest and strike was met with arrests of protestors and
activists.
On 24 October 2019, the Ministry of Labour introduced an amendment which discriminates between
citizens and migrants in the workforce. The amendment increased the number of professions for
which Jordanian citizenship is required from 11 to 39. This discriminates against and severely
disadvantages refugees who have lived for a long time in Jordan without citizenship.

KUWAIT
In Kuwait, online activists and Bedoon activists were arrested throughout the year, in violation of their
rights to freedom of expression and assembly. On 02 January 2019, security forces arrested journalist
and writer, Aisha Al-Rasheed, under the Cyber Crimes Law for her online posts and WhatsApp
discussions concerning the alleged corruption of some government figures. The Public Prosecutor's
Office summoned Al-Rasheed after the Office of the Emir of Kuwait filed five complaints against her
to the Electronic and Cyber Crime Combatting Department (ECCCD). On 06 January 2019, AlRasheed was released on bail.
On 10 February 2019, HRDs, Abdulhakim Al-Fadhli and Hamed Jameel, were summoned by
the ECCCD over their online activism. The two men were transferred together to the Public
Prosecution for Media and Cybercrimes and released on bail of USD$660 each.
On 11 February 2019, activist, Khalifa Al-Anezi, a member of the Bedoon community, was
summoned to an investigation by the ECCCD over his Twitter account. Al-Anezi had called on citizens
via a tweet to gather in front of the Central Apparatus for Illegal Residents’ Affairs. Al-Anezi was
released on bail of USD$660 on the same day.
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On 12 February 2019, activist, Karima Karam, was interrogated at the ECCCD after being
summoned the day before. The interrogation focused on her tweets regarding domestic workers. On
the same day, student activist, Anwar Al-Roqi, a member of the Bedoon community, was
interrogated by the ECCCD about his tweets regarding the rights of the Bedoon community. Al-Roqi
was released on bail of USD$660.
On 10 April 2019, academic and HRD, Dr. Ebtehal Al-Khateeb, delivered a speech at the
symposium organised by the Kuwait Democratic Forum entitled, “Lights on the Bedoon issue”.
Following her speech, Dr. Al-Khateeb became the target of digital harassment via a Twitter campaign
attacking and intimidating her by publishing personal information about her and her family. Other
activists, such as defenders of Bedoon rights, have previously endured similar digital harassment
campaigns.
It is suspected that these digital harassment campaigns are coordinated by a group known as Group
80. One of the members of this group, Saleh Al-Fadala, is the head of the Central Apparatus for Illegal
Residents. The Central Apparatus was founded in March 2019 by Adil Al-Zawawi to oppose any
amendments to nationality laws which would guarantee the Bedoon community’s right to acquire
Kuwaiti nationality and enjoy the same privileges as citizens. Later in July 2019, HRDs, Hadeel
Buqrais and Youssef Bou Hamad, were the targets of an organised digital smear campaign by
fake Twitter accounts. Speculation over the involvement of the Central Apparatus was raised after this
incident.
On 07 July 2019, Ayed Hamad Moudath, a 20-year-old Bedoon, died by suicide due to his
frustration at not having the identification papers that he needed in order to study, work and obtain
public services. In protest against this discrimination, a number of activists organised a peaceful sitin on 12 July 2019, at Freedom Square in the Taima area of Kuwait City. The demonstrators demanded
recognition of the civil and human rights of the Bedoon community. Before the sit-in began, Mazda
and GMC vehicles belonging to the Criminal Investigation and the State Security started an operation
to cordon off the homes of leaders and organisers of the previous sit-ins that demanded Bedoon rights.
The state security forces targeted the leading figures of the protests. On 13 July 2019, security forces
went to the farm where the family of activist Hamid Jamil lives, threatening to take the men and
children as hostages if he did not surrender. Jamil was arrested under coercion and without any legal
basis. Leading Bedoon activist, Abdulhakim Al-Fadhli, was also targeted. He was arrested at his
home, subjected to torture in custody and all electronic devices belonging to him and his family were
confiscated.
In July 2019, state security forces also arrested the following activists: Ahmed Al-Onan, Awad AlOnan, Mutaib Al-Onan, Abdullah Al-Fadhli, Yousef Al-Osmi, Ahmed Al-Anzi, Yousif AlBashig, Nawaf Al-Bader, and Alaa Al-Saadoun. Al-Saadoun was released after midnight, and
she reported that the security forces grabbed her cell phone forcefully and hit her.
On 23 July 2019, a group dressed in civilian clothes kidnapped activist and journalist, Hamoud AlRabah, a member of the Bedoon community, from a restaurant where he was having dinner with his
wife. The group forcibly put him into a Mazda and quickly drove away with a siren blaring, which is
typical for security forces vehicles.
On 24 July 2019, Bader Al-Tamimi, a member of the Bedoon community, was arrested from his
home, taken to an unknown destination and held incommunicado for two days. Repeated visits of
activists to his home was the likely reason for the arrest. On 26 July, Al-Tamimi was released on bail
of USD$1623. On the same day, activist, Khalifa Al-Anzi, was arrested in front of his workplace by
a group who arrived in four civilian cars. On 25 July, journalist, Reda Al-Fadhli, a member of the
Bedoon community, was investigated at the Public Prosecutor's Office.
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On 29 July 2019, Omar Al-Shammari and Yousif Al-Hubeish were arrested and subsequently
brought before the Public Prosecution on 01 August. The two men were reportedly linked to the arrest
of Al-Bader in relation to the Bedoon rights sit-in which was organised on 12 July.
On 22 August 2019, 15 activists from the Bedoon community began a hunger strike while detained in
Kuwait’s Public Prison on charges related to peaceful assembly. On 17 September 2019, the 15 Bedoon
activists were brought before the Criminal Court in case number 20/2019. The judge presiding over
the case heard the testimony of a state security officer and made a verdict to release the following five
Bedoon activists without bail, but with the requirement that they would be present at any time when
summoned: Ahmed Shaya Al-Anzi, Hamid Jamil, Mutaib Al-Onan, Jarallah Al-Fadhli, and
Mohammed Khudair Al-Anezi.

On 28 January 2020, the Fourth Circuit Criminal Court issued rulings against 16 Bedoon HRDs,
describing them as "illegal residents", sentencing two of them to ten years in prison, followed by
deportation, and one defendant in absentia to life in prison. The 16 men on trial were Mohammad
Wali Al-Anezi, Reda Thamer Al-Fadhli, Hamoud Rabah Hamoud (Hamoud AlRabah), Abdualhakim Al-Fadhli, Abdullah Al-Fadhli, Hamid Jamil, Ahmed Majeed AlOnan, Yousif Obaid Al-Bashiq, Khalifa Al-Anezi, Awad Salih Al-Onan, Jarallah AlFadhli, Yousif
Badr
Al-Osmi, Mutaib
Sebhan
Al-Onan, Ahmed
Shaya
AlAnezi, Mohammad Khudair Al-Anezi, and Badr Khudair Matar.
Mohammad Wali Al-Anezi was sentenced in absentia to life imprisonment with labour. HRDs,
Reda Thamer Al-Fadhli and Hammoud Rabah Hamoud (Hamoud Al-Rabah), were also sentenced to
ten years in prison with labour. Their application for a suspended sentence was refused. The three
defenders were convicted of numerous charges such as: publishing information on the Internet to
incite violations of laws; intentionally misusing a means of communication; publicly calling for a
violent uprising against the existing system in the country and incitement to overthrow the existing
government in the country by illegal means. The court ordered them to be deported from the country
after their sentences.

LEBANON
In October 2019, after widespread protests began across the country, security forces used excessive
force against largely peaceful protesters in Beirut including children, including firing tear gas and
rubber bullets at hundreds of protesters who were demonstrating against dire economic conditions.
GCHR issued a protest after several protesters were injured and hundreds of others were arrested.
Some of those arrested were later released bearing marks of abuse.
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The protests began on 17 October 2019 in Beirut and other
regions, after the previous government imposed additional
fees on oil derivatives, as well as a $6 tax on WhatsApp. The
Minister of Communications was forced to cancel the
WhatsApp tax late on the same day, but protests swelled
over government taxes and corruption. Protests continued
in the subsequent months and were largely peaceful, with
protesters expanding on their demands. GCHR paid tribute
to the women at the forefront of the protests who raised
issues of gender inequality, femicides, honour killings, the "marry-your-rapist" law, and gender-based
violence, among many pressing issues that need to be addressed by the new government.
In November 2019, dozens of protesters were arrested by both the military and civilian security forces
across Lebanon, with some of them alleging torture and abuse. Protesters reported being tracked
down on the street, arrested without a warrant and held in unknown locations without access to a
lawyer or their families. Two protesters said they were subject to mock executions at the hands of the
military forces.
On 14 December 2019, protests were met with violence when over 50 protesters and police officers
were wounded after riot police fired excessive amounts of teargas, water from water cannons and
rubber bullets at demonstrators gathered outside the parliament in Beirut. A large number of riot
police together with men in civilian clothes attacked the gathering of peaceful protesters and started
chasing and beating them.
On 15 December 2019, Interior Minister Raya Al-Hassan promised a "rapid and transparent"
investigation into the violence of the day before. She also suggested people should avoid protests for
their own safety, due to confrontations with “infiltrators”. However, most people were actually injured
at the hands of the parliamentary police and the riot police, as well as men in civilian clothes who beat
protesters with batons. The violence continued throughout the next two days to a lesser degree, but
protesters were once again attacked with teargas and batons by police.
On 17 December 2019, counter-protesters also attacked protest camps in North and South Lebanon,
tearing down tents. In November, militants violently attacked protest camps in Beirut, Sour and
Nabatiyeh.

OMAN
GCHR and the Omani Association for Human Rights (OAHR) issued four joint appeals throughout
the year, condemning the harassment of HRDS and rejecting the arbitrary practices of the Internal
Security Service. We appealed to the Omani government to put an immediate end to the systematic
targeting of activists, including bloggers and online activists, and to stop banning books.
On 10 January 2019, religious leader and activist, Obeid bin Hashl Al-Hinai, was released
following his arrest in December 2018 for supporting the civil and humanitarian rights of the
Palestinian people.
On 17 January 2019, activist Bader Al-Arimi was released after his arrest on 19 December 2018 for
his contributions on social media, which included his defence of the Palestinian cause. Al-Arimi is
unemployed and has criticised the authorities for failing to create job opportunities for citizens who
are qualified to work in various fields.
On 22 January 2019, prominent human rights lawyer and writer, Basma Al-Keumy, published an
article in Al-Falaq under the title "I write in defence of my right!" She showed how she was harassed
while defending people’s rights in their cases, which they assign to plead for them in different courts.
Al-Keumy explained that she has been subjected to harassment for many years by the authorities, in
contravention of the Omani constitution.

25

Reclaiming civic space: Documenting the actions of fearless human rights defenders and citizens in 2019

On 17 February 2019, online activist Musab Al-Thuhli was arrested in Nizwa province for
publication on his Twitter account and for supporting the Palestinian cause. Al-Thuhli was
released on 21 February. On 18 February 2019, online activist, Haytham Al-Mashaykhi, was also
arrested in relation to posts on his Facebook page and for rejecting the normalisation of diplomatic
relations with Israel. Al-Mashaykhi was released on 03 March 2019.
Despite banning books at the Muscat International Book Fair, Oman was a “special guest” at the 2019
Paris Book Fair (the Salon du Livre de Paris) which took place on 13-15 March 2019. GCHR and the
OAHR called on the organising committee of the 2019 Paris Book Fair to urge the Omani authorities
to stop the systematic campaign against writers as well as the targeting of activists.
On 14 November 2019, security forces arrested Musallam Al-Ma’ashani at the Sarafit border
crossing with Yemen while he was returning to his home country, Oman. He was transferred to Arzat
Central Prison in Salalah, Dhofar Governorate where he was prevented from seeing a lawyer and was
denied access to his daily medications. On 24 November, Al-Ma’ashani was released on bail of 3,000
Omani Rials ($7,800).

QATAR
In a letter to the Qatari government in 2019, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle
Bachelet, emphasised some of the civil society recommendations from the joint GCHR and CIVICUS
UPR submission and a joint submission on digital rights with Access Now and ADHRB, ahead of
Qatar’s UPR at the 42nd session of the UNHRC in 2019. The High Commissioner recommends that
Qatar work to combat discrimination against women and foreign workers; to protect freedom of
expression and the press, and to decriminalise unlicensed public gatherings.
Expressing concerns about freedom of assembly and violations of migrant workers’ rights in the Gulf
countries, eight organisations, including GCHR, addressed a letter to FIFA on 12 March 2019
requesting public confirmation that any assessments of potential co-hosts for 2022 will comply with
criteria to ensure regard for human rights. Concerns for human rights in the organisation of events
like this include the provision of “guarantees of compliance with international human rights and
labour standards from the government and host cities... as well as from the entities responsible for
the construction and renovation of stadiums, training sites, hotels and airport.” These criteria are
similar to those approved for the 2026 World Cup. FIFA responded with a statement published on
BBC UK confirming that their commitment to human rights is “unequivocal and integrated in the
hosting requirements”.
On 16 April 2019, the Qatari authorities arbitrarily closed the Doha Centre for Media Freedom
(DC4MF). The closure voided the employment contracts of DC4MF’s employees and journalists
without prior notice and without any compensation commensurate with the number of years of their
work. The website of the centre no longer works and displays a message saying, "The [DC4MF] team
extends its sincere gratitude to all the partners and collaborators who have supported its mission over
the years."

SAUDI ARABIA
A large focus of GCHR’s work in Saudi Arabia in 2019 was on
women’s rights defenders who remain in prison, despite the
release of some WHRDs, and many men HRDs who are also
serving lengthy sentences. Saudi Arabia responded to international
pressure by restructuring the Specialised Criminal Court (SCC)
which was created in 2008 to try terrorism cases but has been used
instead to try cases of HRDs. The restructuring involved the
appointment of a new Head of Court, Deputy and judges.
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Due to the restructuring of the SCC, the trial of WHRD Israa
Al-Ghomgham and her husband, activist Mousa AlHashim, was postponed in January 2019. The two were
arrested on 06 December 2015 for their roles in peaceful
protests in Al-Qatif that took place as demonstrations spread
across the Middle East in 2011. On 01 February, GCHR
received an update that Al-Ghomgham is no longer facing the
death penalty, thanks to advocacy by international NGOs and
the UN; but four men in the same case, including her husband, still face the death penalty. However,
there were fears for her health, as she was being held in General Intelligence Prison in Al-Dhamam
instead of the general prison. OMCT featured GCHR’s work on the case during activities to mark
International Human Rights Day.
In early February 2019, WHRD, Nassima Al-Sadah, was returned to solitary confinement in a
security prison in Saudi Arabia without justification. Solitary confinement is one of the methods
deployed by the authorities to intimidate WHRDs.
On 13 February 2019, 101 Members of the European Parliament issued resolution (2019/2564(RSP))
on women’s rights defenders in Saudi Arabia which “insists that the Saudi authorities put an end to
all forms of harassment, including at judicial level, against Loujain Al-Hathloul, Aziza AlYousef, Eman Al-Nafjan, Nouf Abdulaziz, Mayaa Al-Zahrani, Samar Badawi, Nassima
Al-Sada, Shadan Al-Anezi, Abir Namankani, Amal Al-Harbi, Hatoon Al-Fassi, Israa AlGhomgham, Mohammed Al-Rabea and all other HRDs in the country, so that they are able to
carry out their work without unjustified hindrance or fear of reprisals against them and their families.”
Leading up to International Women’s Day in 2019, a cross-regional group of
36 States, including all EU Member States, called for the release of detained WHRDs
in Saudi Arabia, sending a strong message to the Saudi authorities that the UNHRC
will hold its members accountable.
The first hearing of WHRDs arrested in 2018 for demanding the political and legal equality of women
was scheduled to take place on 13 March 2019 before the SCC. However, the hearings were moved to
the Criminal Court in light of international scrutiny centred on the trials of HRDs in the SCC. WHRDs
who appeared in court were Al-Hathloul, Al-Youssef, Al-Nafjan, Al-Harbi, Al-Fassi, Al-Onezi, Miyya
Al-Zahrani and Namankani, in addition to Abdulaziz who was not present for unknown reasons.
On 20 March 2019, Dr. Mohammed Al-Qahtani was transferred without notice from his cell in AlHa’ir criminal prison in Riyadh to a new wing. Dr. Al-Qahtani is serving a 10-year sentence for his
peaceful and legitimate human rights activities. According to his wife, Maha Al Qahtani, the sudden
transfer did not allow Dr. Al-Qahtani time to collect his medication and belongings.
On 28 March 2019, WHRDs Al-Youssef, Al-Nafjan, Al-Fassi, Al-Harbi, Maysaa al-Manea,
and Namankani were temporarily released. In another case, Dr. Rokaya Mohareb, an academic
who was arrested during the crackdown on Islamic figures in September 2017 was also freed.
In a new wave of arrests of HRDs and women’s rights activists, GCHR received on 09 April 2019, a
list of 14 who were arrested. These HRDs included writers and social media bloggers engaged in public
discourse on reforms, as well as supporters of the detained WHRDs. Those arrested include
Khadijah Al-Harbi, a feminist writer who was pregnant at the time, and Salah Al-Haidar, Aziza
Al-Yousef’s son and a US citizen (who was arrested after his mother’s release.) Others arrested were
writers Bader Al-Ibrahim, Mohammed Al-Sadiq, Thumar Al-Marzouqi, Abdullah AlDehailan, Naif Al-Hendas, Ayman Al-Drees, Moqbel Al-Saqqar, Shaikhah Al-Urf, Redha
Al-Bori and Ali Al-Saffar. Also arrested were Fahad Abalkhail, an activist who supported the
women’s driving campaign, and lawyer, Abdullah Al-Shehri.
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On 23 April 2019, the Saudi authorities mass executed 37 citizens mostly for participating in peaceful
protests. The trials did not observe any of the international standards of fair trial and due process.
The executions occurred without notice to the citizens’ families in six cities across Saudi Arabia. The
SCC convicted most of the men in two mass trials: 14 of them in the “Qatif 24 case” and 11 of the men
in the “Iran spy case.” Others were tried separately.
On 14 May 2019, GCHR received information that HRD, Mohammed Abdullah Al-Otaibi, who is
serving a 14-year sentence in the General Intelligence Prison in Al-Dhamam, was not allowed to call
his family during the holy month of Ramadan, and is only allowed one visit with his family every 45
days. Restrictions on family contact violate the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of
Prisoners (the Mandela Rules).
On 09 May 2019, a wealthy Saudi family in Riyadh abused their domestic worker, Lovely Acosta
Baruelo, by tying her to a tree as punishment for allegedly leaving expensive furniture in the sun. Such
violations go unchecked due the failure to end all kinds of discrimination against migrant workers, to
protect workers from violence and provide them with fair pay, annual paid month-long leave, freedom
of movement, and the right to form unions to settle industrial relations disputes.
On 19 June 2019, Agnès Callamard, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial,
summary and arbitrary killings, released her report on the killing of journalist, Khashoggi.
Callamard’s findings incriminate the Saudi Arabian government for the “premeditated execution” of
Khashoggi at the Saudi consulate in Istanbul. The report is based on a six-month-long investigation
which features disturbing excerpts of conversations from inside the consulate at the time of the
murder. Based on Callamard’s findings, on 26 June 2019, 40 civil society organisations including
GCHR sent a letter sent to 48 ministries of Foreign Affairs, urging them to establish a mechanism to
report on the human rights violations in the country.
On 23 December 2019, the Public Prosecutor in Saudi Arabia released a statement detailing the
outcome of the official investigation into the murder of Khashoggi which included 31 people, 21 of
whom were arrested, with the remaining 10 undergoing interrogation. The charges were only directed
against 11 individuals tried by the Criminal Court in Riyadh. Five were sentenced to death and three
were imprisoned for various periods totalling 24 years and the rest were exonerated, including two
senior officials.
On 12 October 2019, the 10th anniversary of the
founding of the Saudi Association for Civil and
Political Rights (ACPRA), 13 organisations,
including GCHR, called on the Saudi authorities
to immediately and unconditionally release all
detained ACPRA members.
Cosmetic reforms introduced by the Saudi
government gloss over its lack of commitment to
advancing rights and freedoms including the
freedoms of thought and speech. Between 16 and
21 November 2019, the Saudi government
arrested ten individuals, eight of whom are
journalists and bloggers. Noticeably, many of
those targeted are intellectuals, some of whom
have previously worked in collaboration with the Saudi government. Those arrested were Zana AlShahri, Maha Al-Rafidi, Wa’ad Al-Muhaya, Bader Al-Rashed, Abdulmajeed Al-Bulawi,
Fuad Al-Farhan, Musab Fuad, Abdulaziz Al-Hais, Abdulrahman Al-Shehri, Sulaiman AlSaikhan Al-Nasser.
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SYRIA
Many human rights defenders have been detained by the authorities or armed groups, with the fate
of hundreds of thousands of detainees unknown. Human rights groups have documented widespread
torture in detention, as well as enforced disappearances and extrajudicial executions. Thousands of
prisoners of conscience have died under torture or have been executed while in detention, with many
still missing or unaccounted for. Few details are available concerning those who have died in prison.
On 24 April 2019, GCHR called on the Syrian authorities to provide information on the circumstances
of the death of a well-known citizen journalist from Homs, Ali Mahmoud Othman. Seven years
after Osman’s arrest and disappearance on 12 March 2012, his family was finally informed of his death
in government custody on 30 December 2013.
2019 was one of the deadliest years for journalists in Syria, according to press freedom groups. At
least seven journalists were killed in the country.
Enforced disappearance remains one of the main
human rights issues in the country, as the fate of
over 90,000 is still unknown. The majority are held
captive by security forces in government prisons,
either official or non-official places of detention.
The date of 09 December 2019 marked another year
of the disappearance of Syrian WHRD Razan
Zaitouneh, her husband Wael Hamada, and
colleagues Samira Khalil and Nazem Hamadi
of the Violations Documentation Center (VDC). On
International Human Rights Defenders Day, GCHR
reiterated calls for their immediate release, six years
after their abduction from their offices by an armed group in 2013; and joined 60 organisation who
signed a joint statement on the Fate of the Missing, Detained and Forcibly Disappeared and to
guarantee the freedom and safety of HRDs in Syria.
The Syrian government and allied forces continued to commit mass atrocities and human rights
violations in the northern part of Syria, leading to massive internal displacement and the massacre
hundreds of civilians. Thus, the WHRD movement has flourished in the north, leading on
international reporting and journalism. WHRDs in Syria have been at the forefront of peaceful
protests, building resilience and coexistence, enabling communities and empowering them from
within. Women journalists have been severely targeted by defamation and smear campaigns, and
threatened on social media by the armed forces. GCHR has supported several women’s human rights
groups either directly or indirectly through its network of partners.
In December 2019, the United States introduced the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act as part of its
defence policy. The policy takes aim at Syria and seeks to punish President Bashar Al-Assad and his
allies with sanctions for crimes committed during the brutal nine-year civil war. The Caesar Act is
based on evidence collected by a defecting Syrian military photographer who smuggled tens of
thousands of horrifying photographs out of the country, documenting evidence of war crimes
perpetrated by the Syrian government.

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES
On 17 March 2019, GCHR’s Advisory Board member, Ahmed Mansoor, started a hunger strike
protesting against poor prison conditions and his unfair trial which led to a 10-year prison sentence
for his human rights activities. Held in Al-Sadr prison in Abu Dhabi, Mansoor is in a solitary cell with
no bed or mattress, and at the time of his hunger strike in March, had no water and no access to a
shower.
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In early April, Mansoor ended his hunger strike as his health was negatively affected but his prison
conditions did not improve. From September until the end of 2019, Mansoor resumed his hunger
strike. On 16 October, Mansoor’s 50th birthday, 141 and GCHR addressed an open letter to his
Excellency, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan calling for the immediate and unconditional release
of Mansoor in light of the risks to his life from poor prison conditions.

GCHR led a worldwide campaign with Amnesty International, CIVICUS, FIDH, IFEX, Access Now,
PEN, ISHR and others calling for Ahmed Mansoor to be freed from Al-Sadr prison, where he is serving
a 10-year sentence in isolation. GCHR and Amnesty coordinated a joint letter to the authorities signed
by over 140 NGOs, organised protests in cities around the world on 22 October to mark Ahmed’s 50th
Birthday, including delivering a giant cake to the UAE mission in Geneva, and sent birthday cards to
Ahmed in prison. The campaign was particularly timely as GCHR launched an urgent action, reacting
to reports that Ahmed’s health had severely deteriorated after he began a hunger strike in September
following a severe beating.
On 10 December 2019, International Human Rights Day, as GCHR again appealed to the authorities
to free Ahmed Mansoor and other detained human rights defenders across the Middle East, GCHR
received another message from a local source (who wishes to remain anonymous) saying that
Mansoor’s health was “very bad.” Mansoor remains confined in an isolation cell in Al-Sadr prison in
Abu Dhabi with no mattress, no access to sunshine, and no books. GCHR published an appeal for
Ahmed that also reminded the authorities of the massive campaign in October for his release. GCHR
continues to be the main source for other NGOs about Mansoor’s conditions in prison. As of January
2020, Mansoor remained on a liquids-only hunger strike since September.
On 13 December 2019, 14 United States Senators and Members of Congress wrote an appeal to UAE’s
leader Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan asking him to “release Mr. Mansoor and drop any charges
against him,” by offering him a humanitarian pardon.
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GCHR also signed a joint letter to the UAE to participants and speakers attending the World
Tolerance Summit in Dubai on November 13 and 14, urging them to withdraw from the event,
which promotes a misleading image of the UAE as a model of tolerance and openness. As a result, six
participants dropped out of the Summit, although they did not publicise their decision. The letter was
organised by the International Campaign for Freedom in the UAE.
Noting that 2019 was the “Year of Tolerance” in the UAE, on 13 November,
GCHR was among 28 organisations which addressed the UAE government
calling for the immediate and unconditional release of the HRD, Dr
Mohammed Al-Roken, who has been arbitrarily detained since 2012 for
peacefully exercising his rights to freedom of expression and association
through his work as a human rights lawyer.
The UAE continues to hold prisoners past their release date. On 08 August 2019, HRD Osama AlNajjar and two other prisoners of conscience, Badr Al-Bahri and Othman Ibrahim Al-Shehhi
were released from Al-Razeen. Al-Najjar, an online activist, was due for release on 17 March 2017, but
at the prosecutor’s request, the court labelled him a “threat” to national security and extended his
detention indefinitely. Al-Bahri was supposed to be released on 12 April 2017 while Al-Shehhi was due
for release on 23 July 2018.
In January 2019, GCHR reported on a collaboration between hackers who previously worked for the
US National Security Apparatus (NSA) and the UAE’s State Security Apparatus (SSA), which was
uncovered by Reuters. The group of hackers, operating as Project Raven, have been using their
knowledge and tools to allegedly aid the UAE government in combating terrorism since 2014. Project
Raven developed ‘Karma’ a tool that grants them remote access to iPhones simply by uploading phone
numbers or email accounts into an automated targeting system. Karma successfully hacked the
accounts of hundreds of prominent Middle East political figures and activists across the region as well
as nationals of the European Union and the US. While the operatives of Karma say that it was only a
cybersecurity purchase, interviews with the Project Raven team have attested that Project Raven was
relocated from the US to the UAE to work from the office of DarkMatter, a UAE cybersecurity
company to spy on ‘enemies of the UAE’. The allegations raised in this report should motivate the US
to commit to democracy and human rights by banning dual-use technology and cybersecurity tools.

YEMEN
Yemen remains the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis. The suffering of
journalists and media institutions continues
in Yemen, where the war makes it very
difficult to work. GCHR issued numerous
appeals for journalists targeted for their
work, and on behalf of a newspaper which
was confiscated in 2019. On 20 August
2019, 77 organisations including GCHR
called on the UNHRC to extend and broaden
the mandate of the Group of Eminent
Experts on Yemen (GEE), including a thorough investigation into specific violations against HRDs,
journalists and bloggers, and the closure of civic space. This combined advocacy was successful when
the GEE’s mandate was renewed at the UNHRC.
Sabri Salmeen bin Makhashin, journalist and the editor-in-chief of “Al-Mohrer” newspaper, was
arrested on 03 December 2018 and sent to the Military Intelligence Service prison in the province of
Hadhramaut without charges. It is likely that his arrest was related to his criticism of the governor of
Hadhramaut, Faraj Al-Bahasni, on social media. His family sent an appeal for his release because his
health was deteriorating in prison where he had no access to his medications.
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Bin Makhashin went on hunger strike upon his arrest. On 28 January 2019, bin Makhashin was
released. On 09 February, bin Makhashin was not allowed to travel to Cairo with his family for medical
treatment after his health deteriorated in prison. After a public appeal, he was allowed to travel on 14
February. Bin Makhashin’s freedom of movement was short-lived. On 26 December, bin Makhashin
was en route to join his family in Cairo at the Sayoun airport when security forces prevented him from
traveling and confiscated his passport. Bin Makhashin was informed by the representative of the
Saudi-led coalition that he was under a travel ban by direct orders of the governor Al-Bahssni. After
36 hours, his passport was returned to him, and the travel ban was subsequently lifted.
On 28 January 2019, HRDs, Awfa Al-Na’ami, the director of Saferworld’s office in Yemen, and her
colleague, Alhassan Al-Qawtari, were summoned by the National Security Office in Sana’a. The
Office is controlled by the Houthi forces. Al-Na’ami and Al-Qawtari were arrested on arrival and
held incommunicado without charges. Saferworld is an independent international organisation
working to prevent violent conflict and build safer lives. Al-Qaqtari, was released on 14 February
while Al-Na’ami was released on 16 February.
On 16 March 2019, journalist Mohammed Ali Al-Maqri was abducted while leaving his home in
the governorate of Ma’rib, where he sought refuge after the Houthi forces pursued him. Al-Maqri was
detained by the Political Security Directorate in Ma’rib without charge and his family was not allowed
to visit him. Al-Maqri’s wife died on 16 June 2019. She had been under great stress after her husband
was arrested and arbitrarily detained.
On 27 July 2019, masked gunmen in civilian clothes from the Houthi Preventive Security Service took
journalist Abdulhafez Al-Samadi from his home in Sana'a. His first contact with his family was on
10 November 2019, after he was forcibly disappeared for over three months. On 29 December 2019,
Al-Samadi appeared handcuffed before the Public Prosecution in Sana'a to attend a hearing. He
mentioned that he suffers from colon disease, high blood pressure, shortness of breath, and a tumor
which has appeared on his back, yet he was not provided with the necessary medical treatment. The
Prosecutor refused to accept his allegations that he was subjected to torture and beatings during
prolonged interrogations that continued until midnight or later, on eight occasions. The Public
Prosecution charged Al-Samadi with communicating with the enemy, and publishing news for the
benefit of enemies, both of which he denied. He said that the contents of the investigation report had
been written by security personnel who put his fingerprint on it while his eyes were closed.
On 20 August 2019, journalists Yahya Al-Ba'athi and Mahfouz Al-Ba'athi were arrested at their
hotel by the military intelligence in Taiz city, which is under the control of President Abd Rabbu
Mansour Hadi. They were released on 22 August 2019 without charge.
On 27 August 2019, journalist Yahya Al-Sawari escaped captivity after 56 days in several unofficial
detention centres in Al-Mahrah governorate. Al-Sawari announced his escape in a post on his
Facebook page explaining how his writings put his life under threat and raising attention to the
enforced disappearance of his brother.
On 23 September 2019, security forces stormed the Grand Yemen hotel in Mukalla where HRD
Safwan Al-Munaifi was staying and arrested him without charge. Al-Munaifi was one of the main
organisers of the activities celebrating the International Day of Peace, held annually on 21 September.
On 01 November, Al-Munaifi was released from prison.
On 25 November 2019, distributor of Al-Sharea newspaper, Zakaria Al-Yasiri, and his
colleague Sami Hammoud were kidnapped at the military police station in the Dabab area. They
were transferred to Military Intelligence Prison and released the following day.
On 05 December 2019, gunmen affiliated with the leadership of the military axis of Taiz, under the
government of President Abd Rabbuh Mansour Hadi, confiscated copies of Al-Sharea newspaper
from kiosks and bookstores and threatened the owners to refrain from selling the newspaper.
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VI.

CONCLUSION

Human rights defenders in the Gulf and neighbouring countries remain active
and strong in the face of heightened threats. Their commitment to protecting human

rights by reporting and documenting violations under extreme conditions, such as during times of
conflict or mass protests, and repressive government reprisals is unrivalled. The targeting and
harassment of HRDs, WHRDs, journalists, and activists in 2019 are different in scope and intensity
from previous years. There is an observable intensification and spread of assassinations (and
attempted assassinations). Enforced disappearances, such as in Syria, remain a plight for victims’
families.
The implication of increasingly persistent and broadened targeting is the complete closure of civic
space, despite the concerted efforts of citizens and HRDs to expand and protect it, finding alternatives
through solidarity and cooperation. The more indiscriminate the targeting becomes, the more the
general public is intimidated and discouraged from expressing support for civil movements and the
human rights community. Even though these popular movements and HRDs are protecting the rights
of citizens, migrant workers, and minorities, those who support them are often criminalised and
therefore, fear the repercussions on their own individual welfare if they publicly express support. They
might also be penalised through repressive legislation such as cybercrime laws in the Gulf and
neighbouring countries. This chilling effect was most observable in Iran and Iraq where citizens,
HRDs and journalists were indiscriminately subject to lethal force, despite peacefully protesting for
their human rights and freedoms, including to end corruption, advance social justice and respect
public freedoms.
Against all odds and despite all the obstacles, threats and challenges, thousands of brave activists and
citizens have been taking to the streets in Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Lebanon and Syria, as well as other
countries in the MENA Region, such as Egypt, Algeria and Morocco, defying authoritarianism,
corruption and repression; some with more success than others.
Developments in the region and internationally towards the protection of human rights, presented
new avenues for solidarity and advocacy. For instance, the protection of the freedoms of speech and
expression is now also understood in terms of protection from discrimination and hate speech and
additional efforts are being made to combat gender-based violence, including online.
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