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ABOUT GCHR
MISSION
The Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) is an independent, non-profit non-governmental
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 is based in Lebanon and documents 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. On occasion, GCHR covers
violations in other countries in the region, such as Egypt or Palestine. GCHR was founded in
2011.
VISION
To have vibrant civic spaces in the Gulf region and neighbouring countries in which human
rights are fully respected and HRDs, including journalists and Internet activists, can work free
from oppression and fear.
DONORS
GCHR is funded by Sigrid Rausing Trust, the Open Society Foundation, the European Union,
the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, Tides Foundation, the Norwegian Human
Rights Fund, the Global Fund for Women, IFEX, UNESCO Global Media Defence Fund and
International Media Support, among other donors. We do not accept funds from any
governments in the countries in which we work. Thanks to donor partners for their support for
this Annual Report. See more at: http://www.gc4hr.org/page/about_us
MEMBERSHIPS
GCHR is a member of IFEX, CIVICUS, FIDH, OMCT SOS Torture Network, the WHRD
International Coalition, WHRD-MENA Network, Global Forum for Media Development, the
UK Bar Human Rights Committee, and the Arab Alliance for Digital Rights (AADR). GCHR’s
campaigns, joint actions and news are amplified and supported by these networks, including
through the CIVICUS Monitor.
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DEDICATION
This report is dedicated to all human rights defenders in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA), particularly women and members of minority groups across the MENA region who
are under severe stress and threats for their work. As the world copes with the COVID-19
pandemic, we call for their immediate and unconditional release so they can be reunited with
their families during this terrible time.
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I.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The main objective of the Gulf Centre for Human Rights
(GCHR) is to foster a vibrant and safe civic space in which
human rights defenders (HRDs) and other civil society actors are
free to work for the protection and promotion of human rights.
To this end, GCHR supports HRDs, independent lawyers,
journalists, academics and online activists across the Gulf region
and neighbouring countries through its core activities of
documentation and research, monitoring and publicising cases of

HRDs at risk, capacity building and protection and assistance.
In 2021, GCHR issued 6 urgent actions, and over 170 appeals (an almost 59% increase on
2020), joint statements and letters relating to hundreds of WHRDs and HRDs in Bahrain,
Jordan, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Syria, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), as well as Palestine and
Egypt. Over the course of 2021, GCHR published a total of 16
reports, either alone or jointly with partners. The reports covered
a wide range of themes and countries including the persecution
of Ahmed Mansoor, tackling cultures of impunity that
encourage and facilitate torture, the impact of lockdowns and
COVID-19 restrictions on human rights in the Gulf region, surveillance and tracking and the
persecution of online expression. Furthermore, in 2021, GCHR published 12 Periodic Reports
on violations of freedom of expression and assembly in Iraq, and seven on Iraqi Kurdistan.
In its joint work with local partners and international allies, GCHR plays a vital role in ensuring
that cases that might otherwise not receive the attention they deserve are brought to the fore in
predominantly English-speaking media and advocacy circles. GCHR cases and reports are
publicised on GCHR’s website (with a reach of over 52,000), Facebook (5200+ followers) and
Twitter (11.4K+ followers). GCHR’s subscriber list is over 2900. GCHR is now on YouTube,
where it livestreams events, and has a library of videos about journalists and HRDs.
Furthermore, GCHR’s work has been covered in dozens of worldwide media including BBC,
AFP, Reuters, MiddleEast Eye, Politiken, Global Voices, Al-Jazeera, Al-Araby, L’Orient le
Jour, Fanack, The UK Times and The Guardian, as well as many local Arab media outlets.
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In 2021, GCHR worked in coalition with partner
organisations on campaigns for imprisoned HRDs
including its co-founder Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja in
Bahrain and Board member Ahmed Mansoor in
UAE,

using

hashtags

#FreeAlKhawaja

and

#FreeAhmed, along with general campaigns to
#FreeBahrainiPrisoners and #FreeEmiratiActivists
as part of the #AltExpoHumanRights campaign.
As the Dubai Expo opened in the UAE in October 2021, GCHR and partners endeavoured to
counter the narrative of “tolerance” and “openness” that the UAE claims to uphold in an event
dubbed the Alternative Human Rights
Expo, with its own dedicated website
created by the Innovation for Change
MENA Hub. Furthermore, ahead of
Bahrain’s Independence Day on 16
December 2021, GCHR coordinated a
public campaign and intensive advocacy with over a dozen human rights NGOs to work
together to #FreeBahrainiPrisoners, including creating an Instagram account.
GCHR and partners also organised events and advocacy efforts around key dates such as World
Press Freedom Day, the International Day to End Impunity, International Women Human
Rights Defenders Day and International Human Rights Day.
Supporting

and

amplifying

the

crucial

work

undertaken by women human rights defenders
(WHRDs) across the region remains a core priority
for GCHR. Highlights of 2021 include the release of
Saudi WHRD Loujain Al-Hathloul in February after
1001 days in prison, WHRD and journalist Nouf
Abdulaziz and prominent Saudi WHRDs, Nassima Al-Sadah and Samar Badawi, on 27 June
2021, and GCHR’s reports were widely picked up by partners. However, as they are all under
travel ban and their speech and ability to work is restricted, GCHR will continue to advocate
for the lifting of these restrictions and freedom for remaining Saudi W/HRDs in prison.
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Throughout 2021, GCHR has continued to be a committed and engaged presence at
international human rights bodies and mechanisms, including the UN and the EU. For example,
at three sessions of the UN Human Rights Council in 2021, GCHR organised eight online side
events on freedom of expression online, torture in Bahrain, its Annual Report, torture, Bahrain,
Saudi Arabia, the UAE’s efforts to take the Presidency of Interpol, Iraq and the use of Pegasus
to target MENA HRDs; and a Consultation with 31 HRDs and 4 UN Special Rapporteurs in
Istanbul.
As the global COVID-19 pandemic pushed a large amount of human rights activism online and
made it more difficult for HRDs to access direct, in-person support, GCHR continued to invest
in capacity building for HRDs and journalists and grants. In 2021, with the support of UN and
EU protection mechanisms, GCHR facilitated over 30 emergency grants to W/HRDs and local
NGOs at risk and organised a mixture of in-person and remote trainings and workshops on
digital security, advocacy and documentation. GCHR also increased its work with investigative
journalists in the MENA region, including through training and support for investigations to
counter impunity in the murder of journalists.

II.

INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES

In this annual report, which covers the period between 01 January 2021 and 31 December 2021,
GCHR presents a summary of our efforts advocating on behalf of HRDs, activists, academics,
journalists, protesters and citizens in exercising their human rights. We also document the ways
in which we have assisted in strengthening the capacity of HRDs and other civil society actors
to peacefully promote and protect human rights across the region and neighbouring countries.
GCHR values the strength of partnerships and joint actions in amplifying and reinforcing the
work of fellow human rights organisations.
In 2021, GCHR has strengthened its partnerships with IFEX,
CIVICUS, FIDH, OMCT SOS Torture Network, the WHRD
International Coalition, WHRD-MENA Network, Global Forum for
Media Development, the UK Bar Human Rights Committee, the Arab
Alliance for Digital Rights (AADR), SMEX, the Palestinian Center for
Development and Media Freedoms (MADA), Maharat Foundation, the Syrian Center for Media
and Freedom of Expression, Innovation for Change, the VUKA! Coalition and Access Now
with whom GCHR founded the MENA Coalition to Combat Surveillance in June 2021.
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Part 1 presents an overview of our work monitoring and publicising cases to support HRDs,
activists, journalists, academics and other civil society actors in exercising their rights to
freedom of expression, assembly and association in the Gulf region and neighbouring countries.
Over the past year, many governments in the region continued to capitalise on the increased
isolation, reduction in contacts and related lack of scrutiny engendered by the COVID-19
pandemic to maintain their oppressive grip on the countless HRDs and activists who are
arbitrarily detained in squalid conditions across the region.
Secondly, we will provide an overview of the reports we have published, alone or in conjunction
with partners, as well as the activities and advocacy that accompanied the release of our latest
reports. In light of the mass arbitrary detentions of HRDs and activists across the region, and
the increased difficulties posed by COVID in monitoring their detention conditions, many of
our reports over the past year have highlighted the glaring lack of accountability for perpetrators
of torture across the region. Other themes covered include the impact of lockdowns and
COVID-19 restrictions on human rights in the Gulf region, surveillance and tracking and the
persecution of online expression.
The report also highlights the advocacy and online campaigns, including legal advocacy, that
GCHR has organised or joined alongside our regional and international human rights partners.
The report then documents the issues we have focussed on in 2021 as part of our advocacy at
the United Nations and in Europe.
Finally, we provide an overview of the practical support offered to HRDs and other civil society
actors through our capacity building workshops, grants and partnerships.
Part 2 of the report provides a snapshot of the main trends we have identified in the area of
human rights and civic freedoms in each of the countries we cover in the Gulf region and
neighbouring countries. This is followed by a general regional human rights overview and
recommendations.
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III. MONITORING AND PUBLICISING CASES
The 6 urgent actions, over 170 appeals, joint statements and letters, 16 reports and 12 Periodic
Reports on Iraq published by GCHR over the past year have been widely disseminated and
publicised. The diversity of the channels through which GCHR publicises its work monitoring
and publicising cases across the region, ensures that global attention is drawn to the risks and
challenges facing many HRDs across the region who are targeted for their legitimate human
rights work. In addition, social media monitoring allows GCHR to capture the voices of HRDs
at risk when they are targeted.
The various channels used by GCHR to share cases and reports are GCHR’s website (with a
reach of over 52,000), Facebook (5200+ followers) and Twitter (11.4K+ followers).
Furthermore, in recognition of the fact that COVID-19 has led to a significant increase in
webinars in lieu of meetings and advocacy events that would otherwise have taken place in
person, GCHR has attempted to make the most of this situation to increase its outreach. To this
end, GCHR now livestreams most of its events on its YouTube channel, including its
participation in UN side events and other meetings, and has a library of videos about journalists
and HRDs.
A key example of GCHR’s success in raising international awareness
of cases that might not otherwise attract attention is the extensive media
coverage and advocacy on the case of Qatari woman human rights
defender Noof Al-Maadeed after GCHR reported her eventual murder
or incommunicado detention upon her return to Qatar from the UK
where she had requested asylum to escape an abusive family. She was convinced to return by
the Qatari authorities, who offered her protection, but disappeared on 13 October after tweeting
that her family was trying to kill her. Fortunately, on 09 January 2022, Al-Maadeed tweeted a
video confirming that she is safe and in good health. Over 3.5 million people saw GCHR’s first
tweet on the case and 135,000 people engaged with it. Thanks to the effectiveness of GCHR’s
advocacy, the case was subsequently picked up by leading media outlets and GCHR Executive
Director Khalid Ibrahim did many interviews about Al-Maadeed with leading newspapers such
as the Times UK and the Guardian.
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IV. THEMATIC/COUNTRY REPORTS
In 2021, GCHR published 16 thematic and country reports, a 50% increase on 2020. In addition,
GCHR published 12 Periodic Reports on violations of freedom of expression and assembly in
Iraq, and seven on Iraqi Kurdistan.
In December, GCHR issued a report entitled, “Patterns of
Torture in Saudi Arabia.” Drawing on GCHR’s and other
human rights organisations’ urgent appeals and case studies, the
comprehensive reports of United Nations Special Rapporteurs,
the UN Committee against Torture, lawyers and reputable news sources, the report
demonstrates the patterns of torture that are central to consolidating and maintaining Saudi
Arabia’s authoritarian governance. The three main patterns of torture in Saudi Arabia that
GCHR identified are the use of terrorism-related offences as a means of quashing dissent and
the systematic arbitrary detention and torture of those charged with these offences; the specific
targeting of women human rights defenders; and a lack of accountability for those accused of
perpetrating torture.
In November 2021, the International Human Rights Law Clinic
at the University of California, Berkeley, School of Law and
GCHR published a report Who Will be Left? Persecution of
Online Expression in the Gulf and Neighbouring Countries.
The report, which was edited by GCHR’s Digital Rights
Officer, who coordinated the project, documents 225 incidents
between May 2018 and October 2020, evidencing how governments in the region have enacted
anti-cybercrime legislation that restricts and criminalises protected online expression. The
report was launched at an event with UN Special Rapporteur Clement Voule.
On 2 November 2021, to mark the International Day to End
Impunity, GCHR published an updated "No Impunity" report
which presents the cases and photos of journalists who have
sacrificed their lives for freedom of speech including those from
Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen, Somalia and Syria who were killed
during 2020 and 2021. Four of them were killed in targeted
assassinations, including one who was preparing a media report on Covid-19 in Aleppo.
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In 2021, with support from UNESCO’s Global Media Defence Fund, GCHR worked with teams
of journalists in Yemen, Iraq and Syria to conduct six investigations into impunity for the
killings of journalists in their countries, leading to one conviction for the murder of a journalist,
and a shocking discovery that the Orient TV team in Syria had not been murdered, but was still
alive in a government prison.
In August 2021, GCHR published a report entitled “Torture in the Sultanate of Oman: Lost
Liberties and Suppression of Human Rights Activists.” The report was researched and written
by the Omani Association for Human Rights (OAHR), with support from GCHR, through a
project with the European Union. It documents torture cases in Oman through interviewing a
number of former political prisoners.
On 3 May 2021, GCHR published a report: Journalists
at Gunpoint, a report on the situation of journalists in
Yemen on the occasion of World Press Freedom Day,
in cooperation with the Electronic Organization for
Humanitarian Media (EOHM), a Yemeni organisation.
In this report, we convey a broader picture of the risks
to journalists in Yemen.
In April 2021, GCHR published a report on Surveillance trends within the MENA region:
Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman and Jordan which sheds light on abuses of the new technologies used
for Covid-19 tracking and some of the laws in place that enhance surveillance. The report
includes case studies from Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, and Jordan.
In a follow-up report, GCHR published The other impact of COVID-19: Heightened
Surveillance and Tracking in Gulf & Neighbouring Countries in December 2021. GCHR
provides a comprehensive overview of the landscape of the COVID-19 pandemic governance
in eight Gulf and neighbouring countries: Bahrain, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. The specific focus of this report is on the intersections
between freedoms of speech, expression and press, the right to privacy and governments’
responses to the pandemic. The report’s key highlight is that governments are prepared to use
a digital surveillance regime (the technological and the legal), restrictive laws on freedom of
speech and press, as well as consistent targeting of human rights defenders and journalists under
the pretense of managing the pandemic.
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In March 2021, GCHR released six
country reports by partners, and a
master report summarising the findings:
The Use of Torture: Suppression of
Dissidents. This report on torture in
Bahrain, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the
United Arab Emirates and Yemen has been jointly authored by Bahrain Center for Human
Rights (BCHR), the Iraqi Observatory for Human Rights (IOHR), ALQST for Human Rights,
Syrian Centre for Media and Freedom of Expression (SCM), Wejha Centre for Studies, and a
partner in Yemen, in cooperation with GCHR through a project funded by the EU to address
torture and accountability in the Gulf region and neighbouring conflict zones.
Also in March 2021, a report on torture in Bahrain, authored by GCHR,
provided a comprehensive overview of the specific ways and means by
which torture is perpetrated in Bahrain, with a particular focus on the
period since the 2011 popular movement and the violent crackdown
that followed. The report documents the widespread use of forms of
torture including blindfolding and handcuffing, forced standing, sleep
deprivation, severe beatings, the use of electro-shock devices and cigarette burns, beating soles
of feet, verbal abuse and threats of rape, sexual abuse and rape, hanging, solitary confinement,
exposure to extreme temperatures and other humiliating and degrading techniques.
GCHR continues to be the main source for other NGOs about Emirati HRD
Ahmed Mansoor’s conditions in prison. In January 2021, GCHR and Human
Rights Watch issued a major report, “The Persecution of Ahmed Mansoor:
How the United Arab Emirates Silenced its Most Famous Human Rights
Activist,” providing details for the first time about Mansoor’s trial and
conditions. This report formed the basis of new advocacy efforts at the UN and the EU.
The series of Periodic Reports on human rights violations across Iraq highlights killings,
assassinations and kidnappings of HRDs, journalists and civil society activists, targeting of
protesters in sit-in squares, and attacks on peaceful demonstrations, in addition to seven periodic
reports on the Kurdistan region of Iraq since December 2020. In its periodic reports, GCHR
documents the continuing violations of human rights in Iraq which would otherwise not be
reported internationally in English. (See: https://www.gc4hr.org/country/index/country/8).
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V.

ADVOCACY and CAMPAIGNS
A.

General Campaigns
Throughout 2021, GCHR continued to demonstrate
solidarity with HRDs, activists, other civil society actors, and
our fellow human rights organisations who work to support
them. GCHR issued statements marking International
Women’s Day 2021, World Press Freedom Day 2021 and
International Women Human Rights Defenders Day; and in
November 2021, in Beirut GCHR organised an IDEI event
and photo exhibit of journalists who have died in MENA.

Furthermore, GCHR advocates for imprisoned HRDs including its co-founder Abdulhadi AlKhawaja in Bahrain and Board member Ahmed Mansoor in UAE, using hashtags
#FreeAlKhawaja and #FreeAhmed, along with general campaigns to #FreeBahrainiPrisoners
and #FreeEmiratiActivists as part of the #AltExpoHumanRights campaign.

On 2 November 2021, to mark the International Day to End Impunity, GCHR published an
updated "No Impunity" report which presents the cases and photos of journalists who have
sacrificed their lives for freedom of speech including those from Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen,
Somalia and Syria who were killed during 2020 and 2021. Four of them were killed in targeted
assassinations, including one who was preparing a media report on Covid-19 in Aleppo. GCHR
launched the report on 2 November 2021, at an IDEI event in Beirut organised with UNESCO,
IFEX, IMS and over a dozen Lebanese partners and other media freedom organisations, which
was livestreamed on YouTube. The event also featured a gallery of journalists killed in the
MENA region in the past decade.
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B.

Bahrain

Ahead of Bahrain’s Independence Day on 16 December 2021, GCHR coordinated with over a
dozen human rights NGOs to work together on a public campaign and related advocacy for the
release of prisoners of conscience. It was a bitter disappointment that no prominent HRDs were
among the 105 prisoners released but the campaign helped raise awareness of the human rights
violations in Bahrain.
The ‘Ten Years On’ campaign highlighted the 10th anniversary
of the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry (BICI) report,
on

23

November

2021,

with

a

united

call

to

#FreeBahrainiPrisoners. The campaign, coordinated by
Maryam and Zaynab Al-Khawaja with support from a
consultant and GCHR staff, includes 10 videos and social media
campaign info, including an Instagram account, where over 4500
viewers have seen the videos. You can find the updated list of activities here and in the social
media toolkit.
In April 2021, GCHR continued to campaign to free
Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja on the tenth anniversary of his
arrest on 9 April 2011. On 5 April 2021 Al-Khawaja
turned 60. 117 organisations signed an open letter to the
Danish Prime Minister, appealing for her assistance in
securing his release from prison in Bahrain, where he is serving a life sentence for his peaceful
human rights activities. This included media outreach resulting in significant coverage in
Denmark.

C.

UAE

Throughout the last months of 2021, GCHR and partner organisations led a tireless campaign
calling for the rejection of UAE Major General Ahmed Nasser Al-Raisi’s election as President of
the International Criminal Police Organisation (INTERPOL). Unfortunately, Al-Raisi was
elected despite these concerted efforts to alert members of the General Assembly to Al-Raisi’s
key role in the torture and degrading treatment of detained human rights defenders and other
prisoners of conscience.
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At the Alternative Human Rights
Expo, held online on 14 October
2021, over 25 human rights groups,
including GCHR who organised and
co-hosted the event, paid tribute to
human rights defenders from the
UAE and called for their release during the Dubai Expo. The event, hosted by GCHR’s WHRDs
Programme Manager Weaam Yousef and prominent activist Iyad El-Baghdadi, featured
human rights defenders, poets, artists, musicians, writers and filmmakers from a dozen
countries in the Middle East and North Africa, and beyond. The goal of the event was to
highlight the work of creative talents from the region, as well as that of imprisoned activists,
whose work was read during the event. They are Ahmed Mansoor from the UAE, Abdulhadi
Al-Khawaja in Bahrain, Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee in Iran, and Alaa Abd El-Fattah and Sanaa
Seif in Egypt. Of those, Sanaa Seif was freed in December. Over 900 people participated or
watched the event. As the Dubai Expo opened in October, GCHR and 26 partners launched a
6-month campaign to highlight the repression in the country and counter the UAE’s narrative
of “tolerance” and “openness” that it promotes to feature at the Dubai Expo.
As part of the Alternative Human Rights Expo campaign,
on 22 October 2021 GCHR, the International Service for
Human Rights (ISHR), Amnesty International, the
International Campaign for Freedom in the UAE
(ICFUAE), the World Organisation Against Torture
(OMCT) and ALQST for Human Rights delivered a letter
to UAE embassies in Geneva and London in which 81
NGOs called for activists imprisoned in the UAE to be
freed. The letter, which highlights imprisoned human
rights defender and GCHR Board member, Ahmed Mansoor, was delivered on the occasion of
his 52nd birthday. Those present at the embassy also filmed a birthday video for Ahmed. Follow
#AltExpoHumanRights, #FreeAhmed #FreeEmiratiPrisoners.
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D.

WHRDs
On International Women Human Rights Defenders Day in
November, GCHR highlighted the issues facing WHRDs across
the region, from Bahrain, Iran, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Syria, the UAE and Yemen. The press release also paid tribute
to a WHRD with whom GCHR worked closely, Alaa AlSiddiq, the Executive Director of ALQST for Human Rights
and a Senior Researcher at Wejha Centre for Studies, who sadly

died in a car accident in the United Kingdom in June 2021.

E.

Digital Surveillance
During a public session at RightsCon on 7 June 2021,
GCHR, Access Now and partners launched the new MENA
Coalition to Combat Digital Surveillance. The Coalition
came together to end the sales of digital surveillance tools

to repressive governments in the region, fight for a safe and open internet, defend human rights,
and protect human rights defenders, journalists, and internet users from governments’ prying
eyes. Other members of the Coalition are ARTICLE 19, Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ),
Front Line Defenders, Human Rights Watch, Iraqi Network for Social Media (INSM), Jordan
Open Source Association (JOSA), Masaar - Technology and Law Community, Red Line for
Gulf, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) and SMEX.

F.

Legal Campaigning
In 2021, GCHR advocacy and campaigning work
increasingly turned to legal avenues, notably by
instructing leading human rights lawyers to bring
cases against alleged perpetrators of torture under the
principle of universal jurisdiction. On 07 June 2021,
the prominent French human rights lawyer, William
Bourdon, acting on behalf of GCHR, lodged an

official complaint with the Prosecutor’s Office in Paris against UAE Major General Ahmed
Naser Al-Raisi for the unlawful arrest and torture of the prominent human rights defender,
Ahmed Mansoor.
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A second complaint was filed by lawyers in Turkey on behalf of GCHR and Mansoor, when
Interpol met to elect Al-Raisi. Following Al-Raisi’s election as President of INTERPOL,
GCHR mandated the office of William Bourdon to file without delay a new complaint with the
Paris Public Prosecutor's Office. The competence of the French courts will not be in doubt since
Al-Raisi resides in Lyon, at least intermittently.
On behalf of GCHR, human rights lawyers William Bourdon and Vincent Brengarth filed a
complaint in France on 28 July 2021 against the Israeli software company NSO Group, whose
Pegasus hacking software is responsible for surveillance harm caused to human rights defenders
in the MENA region and beyond. Some of them have been targeted by Pegasus, and others have
newly been revealed by the Pegasus Project, an investigation by Amnesty International and
Forbidden Stories. Those targeted by Pegasus software include Ahmed Mansoor and two
human rights defenders not previously known to have been targeted, Emirati woman human
rights defender Alaa Al-Siddiq, and Saudi human rights defender Yahya Al-Assiri, founder of
ALQST. They have both been involved in projects and activities with GCHR.
On 30 April, on behalf of GCHR, French lawyer William Bourdon filed a
case against Saudi General Ahmed Al-Assiri in France, under universal
jurisdiction, holding him responsible for the murder of Saudi journalist
Jamal Khashoggi in October 2018. Al-Assiri escaped conviction in the
Saudi trial against the team responsible for the murder. GCHR’s complaint says Al-Assiri was
“the organiser and the planner of the mission which led to the torture and then to the murder of
the journalist”. The case was covered by AFP and reported in legal media outlets.

VI. UN ADVOCACY
Although the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic meant that throughout 2021, GCHR’s UN
advocacy was conducted primarily online, we remained an engaged and impactful presence at
UN fora. COVID-19 regulations restricted physical access to the Human Rights Council itself,
however, we were present at virtual “Informals” where resolutions were discussed, as well as
UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) Side Events. A limited amount of bilateral contact was
in-person, but most contact with stakeholders was virtual. However, in October 2021, Executive
Director Khalid Ibrahim was able to travel to Geneva and Brussels for UN and EU advocacy
that centred on the surveillance of human rights defenders in the MENA region, some of whom
have been imprisoned as a result.
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GCHR’s WHRDs Programme Manager was a member of both the advocacy and language
group at the Committee on the Status of Women (CSW), held online in 2021. GCHR signed a
statement on the affirmation of feminist principles coordinated by the Women’s Rights
Caucus—a global coalition of more than 200 feminist organisations, networks and collectives
that advocates for gender equality at the United Nations, and initiated jointly by several NGOs
including the Urgent Action Fund (UAF). The MENA region was subsequently added as one
of the main regions included in this initiative.
GCHR continues to advocate for UN member states to help it obtain ECOSOC status, which
has been deferred since 2015. Working with the International Service for Human Rights
(ISHR), in 2022 GCHR will continue to highlight unfair practices of members of the NGO
Committee which reviews applications, including concerted efforts by Gulf states to deny
GCHR membership.

A.

UNHRC Sessions
GCHR initiated or co-hosted eight virtual side
events at three sessions of the UNHRC in 2021,
many featuring UN Special Rapporteurs. During
the HRC’s 46th session in March 2021, GCHR
and partners held several online side events
discussing threats to freedom of expression

online, torture in Bahrain and its Annual Report.
At the HRC’s 47th session in June and July 2021, GCHR and partners organised a side event on
torture, signed a joint letter calling for a UN investigation into the Beirut Port Blast, and
contributed to discussions about resolutions on Syria and migrants.
At the HRC’s 48th session in September and
October

2021,

GCHR

organised

and

participated in five online side events and
meetings to carry out advocacy to enhance the
protection of human rights defenders and
defend public freedoms in the MENA region,
on Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, the UAE/Interpol,
Iraq and the use of Pegasus to target MENA HRDs. GCHR also advocated for the extension of
the Group of Eminent Experts in Yemen, or another investigative mechanism.
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GCHR joined efforts for accountability for
the Beirut Port blast of August 2020,
advocating for the establishment of an
international, independent, and impartial
investigative

mission,

alongside

145

Lebanese and international rights groups,
survivors, and families of the victims in a
joint letter signed by GCHR and led by Human Rights Watch. This letter, published on 15
September 2021, is a follow up to a similar appeal sent by 115 rights groups, survivors, and
families of the victims in June 2021.
Following the unexpected but successful effort by Saudi Arabia in the UN Human Rights
Council to vote down the Group of Eminent Experts (GEE) reporting on human rights and
humanitarian violations in Yemen, GCHR is working with a coalition of NGOS calling for a
new accountability mechanism for Yemen similar to the International, Impartial and
Independent Mechanisms (IIIM) in Syria and in Sudan.

B.

UPR Submissions
GCHR worked with ALQST and the Martin Ennals
Foundation to follow up on our submission to the
Saudi Universal Periodic Reviews (UPR) mid-term
report. We are engaging with key states to prompt
action on Saudi Arabia by the HRC, notably asking
for a monitoring mechanism to be created. As a step

towards further action at the March 2022 session of the HRC, GCHR, Amnesty, ALQST and
the Martin Ennals Foundation organised an online event on 5 October 2021 during the HRC on
“Saudi Arabia: Taking stock of limitations of recent human rights reforms.”
On 15 July, the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression (SCM) along with partners
GCHR, FIDH and the World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT) made a joint NGO
Submission for the Syria UPR process, ahead of the 40th Session of the UPR Working Group
(Jan/Feb. 2022).
Ahead of the UPRs of Oman and Lebanon in January 2021, GCHR attended a meeting
convened by the EU Delegation to the UN in Geneva on 11 December to brief them on the
UPRs.
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VII. EU and EUROPEAN ADVOCACY
In December 2021, GCHR’s WHRDs Programme Manager participated in a panel on Syrian
Civil Society at the EU-NGO Human Rights Forum which brought together hundreds of human
rights defenders, UN experts, EU staff and MEPs. She co-facilitated a working group on
international commitments towards CSOs working on women’s rights in Syria.
GCHR’s WHRDs Programme Manager was also present at a conference on Women and
Conflict and climate change in Scotland following COP26, where a member of staff spoke
about using WHRDs’ narratives, resilience and awareness as evidence for climate research and
the importance of protection, using the momentum of the UN Security Council resolution on
climate security.

VIII. PRACTICAL SUPPORT
A.

Capacity Building Workshops
Every year, GCHR provides skills in digital security, UN
Mechanisms, violations documentation, human rights
reporting and investigative journalism to 1347 W/HRDs
since 2011 (with at least 55% women trainees).
Following a 10 December 2021 event to mark International

Human Rights Day, GCHR organised a 3-day training workshop for 18 journalists and HRDs
from the region. GCHR also organised two digital security train-the-trainer workshops online
for 12 journalists and activists from the MENA region, with expert trainers.
GCHR has continued to implement an EU-funded
project on torture and accountability initiated in 2020.
In 2021, as part of the EU project, GCHR trained
partner organisations on advocacy and documentation
(including

the

preparation

of

manuals

on

documenting torture and a related training on how to
take testimony from torture survivors).
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GCHR also organised an online Train the Trainers workshop for human rights NGOs to identify
the main concerns with regards to torture in each country. Participants were also trained on
digital security in order to enhance their safety.
Since unfortunately, the common factor in the torture reports was sexual and gender-based
violence (SGBV), a follow-up two-day-workshop was organized in person by GCHR in Paris,
France, on documentation of SGBV.

B.

Consultations
On 15-18 September 2021, GCHR organised an in-person
MENA Regional Consultation Meeting in Istanbul for 28
HRDs from 18 countries in the MENA region and
Afghanistan with three UN Special Rapporteurs – Irene
Khan, UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and
protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression,
Clément Nyaletsossi Voule, UN Special Rapporteur on the
rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association and
(joining online) Mary Lawlor, UN Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights defenders and her advisor, Brian
Dooley. Participants also benefited from a security training.

C.

Grants

In 2021, GCHR directed emergency support to WHRDs in Syria, Yemen and Iraq - whether
inside their countries or in exile – who continue to face multiple forms of intimidation. GCHR
in cooperation with partners was able to support dozens of WHRDs from these three countries
to access funding and emergency support.
With the support of the EU-funded project on torture and accountability, five organisations
were able to amplify their work after being provided with advocacy grants to prepare advocacy
materials, organise advocacy events or to participate in UN mechanisms. Four other
organisations increased their capacity after receiving grants to attend training, draft research
and improve reporting on their websites. Twelve emergency grants were given to HRDs and
their families and nine to CSOs at risk.
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IX. COUNTRY SNAPSHOTS
A.

BAHRAIN

In 2021, GCHR published three urgent actions, nine updates, an open joint letter and two reports
on the widespread use of torture in Bahrain, one of which was written by the Bahrain Center
for Human Rights (BCHR) in cooperation with GCHR.
In the Spotlight
In 2021, the spread of COVID-19 in Bahrain’s unsanitary and overcrowded prisons has
exacerbated the already dismal and unsafe detention conditions of imprisoned HRDs and civil
society actors. GCHR and others continue to campaign for their freedom.
In protest against the unrelenting torture and
harassment they suffer at the hands of prison
authorities, HRDs such as Abdulhadi AlKhawaja and Dr Abduljalil Al-Singace, who
are both serving life sentences, have increasingly
resorted to hunger strikes, at great cost to their
health and wellbeing. Dr. Al-Singace began a hunger strike on 08 July 2021, and as of the
writing of this report, remained on hunger strike for over seven months.
Although the arbitrary detention of peaceful activists is a key element of the Bahraini
authorities’ crackdown on civil society, it is not the only repressive tool used to silence peaceful
human rights work. In a report from August 2021, Citizen Lab and Red Line for Gulf
documented the digital surveillance of nine Bahrainis, including three unnamed members of the
Bahrain Centre for Human Rights (BCHR), four unnamed political activists, photojournalist
Moosa Abd-Ali (also known as Moosa Mohammed) and blogger Yusuf Al-Jamri. As a
member of the MENA Surveillance Coalition, GCHR was one of 44 NGOs which called on
governments to enforce a moratorium on surveillance technology, and to "revoke all export
licenses of surveillance technology and business ties to non-democratic states in the MENA
region" until a clear human rights regulatory framework is established.
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B.

EGYPT

In 2021, GCHR published two updates on Egypt.
In the Spotlight
On 20 December 2021, the State Security Misdemeanour (Emergency) Court sentenced blogger
Alaa Abdel Fattah to 5 years in prison and human rights lawyer Mohammed Al-Baqer and
blogger Mohammed Ibrahim (Oxygen) to 4 years in prison, after a trial that lacked even the
most basic international standards on fair trials and legal procedures. They were convicted of,
"spreading false news that would affect the national security of the country" in retaliation
against their peaceful activism on the Internet and through social media networks. The trial,
which included only three hearings, was marred by serious violations, including the defence
team's failure to obtain a copy of the 2,000-page case file, and the confiscation of their right to
appeal as the judgments of this court are final.
In March 2021, human rights activist and film editor
Sanaa Seif was sentenced to 18 months in prison for
protesting against the crowded and unsanitary conditions
in which prisoners, including her brother Alaa Abdel
Fattah, are held, where they are at risk of COVID-19.
The specific charges brought against her were
disseminating "false news on the deterioration of the country's health situation, and the spread
of the coronavirus in prison" and "misusing social media", in addition to insulting a police
officer. She was released on 23 December 2021.

C.

IRAN

In 2021, GCHR published one urgent action and two updates on Iran.
In the spotlight
Throughout 2021, WHRDs continued to bear the brunt of Iran’s oppressive policies. GCHR has
criticised the “absurd sentences handed down to women, including decades-long prison
sentences and lashing, and various types of normalised torture for basic human rights activities,
not to mention Iran’s title of world record holder for women’s executions.” Furthermore, the
overcrowded and unsanitary conditions in which WHRDs are held in Iran pose additional risks
to their health and wellbeing.
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GCHR has identified the systematic use of laws on religious sanctity, collaboration with foreign
powers and espionage, propaganda against the state and threats to national security to silence
WHRDs in Iran. Amongst the women targeted under these laws include WHRD Narges
Mohammadi, human rights lawyer and WHRD Nasrin Sotoudeh, charity worker Nazanin
Zaghari-Ratcliffe and WHRD Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee who continue to serve lengthy prison
sentences.
In June 2021, UN human rights experts condemned the
systemic criminalisation and continued imprisonment of
WHRD Nasrin Sotoudeh who has been detained since 2018
and sentenced to a combined 38 years imprisonment on nine
charges,

including

“encouraging

corruption

and

prostitution”, in connection to her work defending women
arrested for peacefully protesting compulsory veiling laws.
However, in spite of Iran’s dismal record on protecting and promoting women’s rights, in April
2021, 43 of the 54 states in the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) elected Iran for
a four-year term on the UN Commission on the Status of Women. Iran’s extreme unsuitability
for such a role has become all the more apparent by the enactment on 01 November 2021 of the
“Youthful Population and Protection of the Family” law that severely restricts access to
abortion, contraception, voluntary sterilization services and related information, in direct
violation of women’s human rights under international law. Alarmingly, the new law also
contains a vaguely formulated provision in article 61 which states that if carried out on a large
scale, abortion would fall under the crime of “corruption on earth” and would carry the death
penalty.

D.

IRAQ

GCHR published two updates and 11 Periodic Reports on Iraq and one Periodic Report on Iraqi
Kurdistan covering hundreds of cases of HRDs, journalists, academics, public officials, clerics
and other civil society activists who have been assassinated, attacked, kidnapped, disappeared,
arbitrarily arrested and detained with impunity. Violent, and often lethal, attacks by the security
forces on protesters calling for democratic accountability, an end to corruption and better public
services remain a critical issue since the beginning of protests in October 2019.
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A common theme throughout the reports is the lack of freedom of expression and assembly that
prevails in Iraq, and despite some efforts by the authorities to bring the murderers of journalists,
HRDs and activists to justice, impunity prevails. Peaceful protesters continue to face arrest,
murder or violence for going into the streets to protest corruption and poor living conditions
that are rampant in the country. Women activists and protesters were also among those attacked
and murdered.
In the Spotlight
GCHR continues to demand justice and accountability for the countless civil society activists
who were killed and kidnapped during the protest period that began on 01 October 2019.
According to reports received by GCHR, the Iraqi authorities are seeking to individually
prosecute the killers of civil society activists and journalists who were murdered during the
popular movement. We are concerned that this individualist approach will stifle a meaningful
examination of the systemic nature of the crackdown. In particular, it runs the risk of shielding
the identities of those responsible for inciting and supporting the perpetrators.
In May 2021, the Observatory (OMCT-FIDH), GCHR,
the Iraqi Observatory for Human Rights (IOHR), Metro
Center, Iraqi Al Amal Association (IAA) and Iraqi
Network for Social Media (INSM) called on the UN
HRC to hold a special session to address gross violations
against freedom of expression and peaceful assembly
that are taking place in Iraq, which are likely to impact negatively the freeness and fairness of
the upcoming election.
In July 2021, Iraqi authorities arrested perpetrators in two earlier high-profile killings. The
Maysan Governorate Police Directorate announced the arrest of two alleged perpetrators for the
murder of the folk poet Jaseb Hattab Al-Heliji, the father of human rights lawyer Ali Jaseb
Al-Heliji, who was killed in March 2021. His son was kidnapped on 7 October 2019 in AlAmarah. On 16 July 2021, the Iraqi government announced the arrest of a man accused of
killing journalist and well-known security expert Dr Hisham Al-Hashemi on 6 July 2020 in
front of his house in Baghdad. They also arrested the killers of two people murdered in July
2021 in Basra - lawyer Haider Wadi Al-Mousawi and Ali Karim, son of prominent human
rights defender Fatima Al-Bahadli.
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Meanwhile, on 18 July 2021, Baghdad and
another 14 capitals and cities were the sites
of simultaneous peaceful protests and
rallies calling for an end to impunity in Iraq
after the government failed to implement
its repeated promises to reveal the identities
of the killers of peaceful demonstrators,
journalists and prominent civil society activists. These activities were organised by members
of the "End Impunity" campaign.
The parliamentary elections which took place on 10 October 2021 have led to an increase in
attacks on political actors. For example, in November 2021, the house of newly-elected
politician Nadim Fahim Al-Shibli was attacked with a grenade. This was followed on 07
November 2021 by an explosive-laden drone attack, in an attempt to assassinate Prime Minister
Al-Kadhimi at his Baghdad residence.
Iraq remains one of the most dangerous places in the world for journalists. Throughout 2021,
countless journalists have been attacked, kidnapped and disappeared and threatened for their
work covering protests. Furthermore, it is extremely common for security forces to confiscate
or destroy journalists’ equipment and footage. For example, On 09 July 2021, journalist Ali AlMikdam was kidnapped by an unknown armed group. He was found the next day in the AlDora area with signs of torture evident on his body. Al-Mikdam has participated in the popular
movement since its start on 01 October 2019, and uses his accounts on social media to support
popular protests, defend citizens' civil and human rights and to combat corruption. He is a
member of the "Iraqi House" movement that aims for comprehensive reform in the country and
was founded after the start of the current popular movement.
The Kurdistan Region of Iraq has witnessed continuous human rights violations, in particular
freedom of expression and freedom of peaceful assembly. For example, in April 2021, the Court
of Cassation approved six-year prison sentences against five activists and journalists. The five
men are journalist and civil society activist Ayaz Karam Burji from Dohuk, teacher and civil
society activist Hariwan Issa Mohammed from Simele, journalist Kohdar Mohammed
Amin Zebari from Akre, freelance journalist and civil society activist Sherwan Amin
Sherwani from Erbil, and political activist Mulla Shafan Saeed Omar Brushki (Dosky).
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E.

JORDAN

In 2021, GCHR published four updates on Jordan.
In the Spotlight
On 31 December 2020, the Amman Magistrate's
Criminal Court issued a decision to dissolve the Jordan
Teachers’ Syndicate (JTS) and imprison its board
members for one year. Dr Nasser Al-Nawasrah, the
vice president of the JTC, and four of the 12 members
of the Syndicate Council were immediately arrested.
On 17 April 2021, Egyptian journalist Hassan Al-Banna Mubarak was detained at Cairo
airport following his deportation from Jordan. He was previously arrested in Egypt on 04
February 2018 on charges related to joining a group that was established in violation of the law,
spreading false news and statements, and misusing social media, and remained in detention for
nearly two and a half years until his release on 10 May 2020. He was finally released on 20
April 2021 after being held for more than 30 hours by the National Security Bureau at Cairo
airport.
On 02 April 2021, the Amman Magistrate's Penal Court rejected for the fifth time a request to
substitute a three-month prison sentence with a fine for the teachers and civil society activists,
Layla Hadidoun, Mohammad Seriwa and Bakr Al-Qatawneh. They were charged under the
Cyber Crime Law in connection with posts they published on social media. The same court also
refused a similar request by internet activist Ali Qandil Sarsour, who was sentenced to three
months’ imprisonment on the same charges.
On the tenth anniversary of the 24 March sit-in, Jordanian cities witnessed a wave of protests
by groups identifying as the "24 March Movement", calling on the Jordanian government to
undertake broad constitutional reforms including amending the constitution and electing a
government by the people. The Jordanian security forces arrested 200 people in a pre-emptive
step ahead of 24 March 2021 and tightened security across the country. A further 100 people
were arrested as they made their way to the peaceful gathering and dozens of protesters were
charged with participating in an illegal gathering, violating defence orders and disturbing the
public’s well-being.
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F.

KUWAIT

In 2021, GCHR published 14 updates on Kuwait. Repeated violations of human rights and civic
freedoms by the State Security Bureau, the suppression of freedom of expression and the
oppression of the Bedoon community have been dominant trends in GCHR’s work on Kuwait
over the past year.
In the Spotlight
The State Security Bureau has targeted HRDs and civil society activists on the pretext that their
peaceful human rights work is responsible for disseminating false news and undermining the
security of citizens and the prestige of the state.
The President of the Kuwait Association for
Information Security (KAIS) and Professor of
the Faculty of Computer Science and
Engineering at Kuwait University, Dr Safaa
Zaman, was summoned by the State Security
Bureau in November 2021. She was taken by
a security car to the Public Prosecution Office
where she was charged with undermining the
security of citizens and spreading fear among
them by spreading false news, undermining
the prestige of the state, and offending relations with a friendly country, Egypt. The three
charges are related to a talk that Dr Zaman gave on “Appeal”, a programme presented by lawyer
and media figure Rasha Salem, on the existence of electronic servers belonging to the Civil
Service Commission in Egypt, and the resulting risk of hacking. On 15 December 2021, the
Public Prosecution referred her case to the Criminal Court.
Furthermore, In November 2021, 11 members of the Charitable Committee, an organisation
that collects and distributes donations to those in need, were arbitrarily arrested by the State
Security Bureau and interrogated without a lawyer present. During their detention, they were
subjected to beatings, threats of electric shocks, solitary confinement without access to daylight
and prevented from sleeping at night by exposure to light and repeated kicking. At the time of
writing in February 2022, three members of the Charitable Committee remain in detention
pending the case of the Charitable Committee, namely, Anwar Al-Hazeem, Jalal Jamal, and
Abdulamir Al-Attar.
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Freedom of expression remains under attack in Kuwait. Throughout 2021, GCHR documented
cases demonstrating this worrying trend, such as the plight of Kuwaiti blogger Musaed AlMesaileem who is at risk of deportation from Bosnia and Herzegovina to Kuwait, where he
faces a long prison sentence related to his tweets and peaceful participation in public gatherings.
Furthermore, in July 2021, the poet, Jamal Al-Sayer, was arrested during a late-night raid and
subsequently charged with insulting the prince, broadcasting false news, misuse of the phone,
and violating the Cybercrimes Law as well as Article 25 of the State Security Law, which carries
a five-year prison sentence with hard labour. Reliable local sources confirmed that the only
reason for his arbitrary arrest is that he addressed corruption in his poems and his writings on
the Internet. He was released without bail on 13 July 2021.
GCHR continues to shed light on the oppression of
the Bedoon community in Kuwait. Members of the
Bedoon community face significant hurdles in
obtaining drivers’ licences, official birth certificates
for their children and officially registering their
marriages. Their suffering is compounded by unfair
citizenship laws affecting Bedoon women, whose
children remain deprived of basic constitutional rights. Bedoon rights defender Mohammed
Al-Barghash faces relentless judicial harassment in retaliation against his peaceful activities.
Shortly after publishing a tweet about corruption and the difficulties facing the Bedoon
community, Al-Barghash was summoned by the State Security Apparatus who interrogated him
about his participation in weekly gatherings in Al-Irada Square and coerced him into signing a
pledge that he would reduce his online activities before releasing him without charge.
Kuwaiti WHRDs are also at risk. In March 2021, WHRD Hadeel Buqrais received a text
message from the Kuwaiti Ministry of Justice informing her that she was under investigation
for defamation, publishing what would harm people's dignity online, and misusing the phone.
On 18 May 2021, the Public Prosecution decided to dismiss the misdemeanour charges. Buqrais
is using her Twitter account for her peaceful activities, including defence of civil and human
rights of citizens, especially the Bedoon community. It is highly ironic that a peaceful WHRD
was targeted for alleged IT misdemeanours around the time that reports emerged concerning
the murder of a Kuwaiti woman by an intelligence employee who had been stalking her for
many months. Despite repeated complaints, she was not provided with any protection by the
security authorities and the judicial system.
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G.

LEBANON

In 2021, GCHR published two updates on Lebanon.
In the Spotlight
In June 2021, GCHR added its name to a joint letter addressed to the UN Human Rights Council
calling for an International Investigative Mission into the Beirut Blast.
In February 2021, GCHR expressed its alarm at reports of excessive violence used by security
forces against protesters in Lebanon, including those seeking economic assistance as a result of
the COVID-19 lockdown, in addition to justice for the Beirut Port blasts.
Following the Lebanese government's
decision to extend the general closure
period until 08 February 2021, protests
were held against the heavy restrictions
imposed in response to an increase in
COVID-19 cases. The demonstrations
continued for several days, during which
demonstrators attempted to draw attention
to the repercussions of the comprehensive
closure and the deterioration of their living conditions due to unemployment, marginalisation,
lack of medicines, fuel, materials, and basic services. The protest area in Tripoli was surrounded
by several security services, including riot control teams and the strike force of the Information
Branch and the army, which used excessive violence against protesters. More than 220
demonstrators were wounded, and two were killed, namely Omar Tiba and Oussama
Ghemrawi.
In another separate incident, on 04 February 2021, writer, publisher, and political activist
Lokman Slim was found dead in his car after being shot with four bullets in his head and one
in the back. He was killed in the Addousiyyah area while returning from the town of Niha in
southern Lebanon.
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H.

OCCUPIED PALESTINE

In 2021, GCHR published an appeal on Occupied Palestine.
In the Spotlight
GCHR condemned the unjust decision of the Israeli Defence
Minister on 19 October 2021, designating six Palestinian civil
society organisations as terrorist organisations. These
institutions working in the field of human rights are: Al-Haq
Foundation, the Addameer Association for Prisoner Support
and Human Rights, the Union of Agricultural Work
Committees, the International Movement for Defence of
Children in Palestine, the Bisan Center for Research and
Development, and the Union of Palestinian Women’s Committees. This latest decision forms
part of a continuous pattern of attacks on the Palestinian people, depriving them of their civil
and human rights, as well as their rights to self-determination and to build a prosperous future
for all. GCHR works with the Director-General of Al-Haq Foundation, Shawan Jabarin of AlHaq Foundation, who is also FIDH Secretary-General.

I.

OMAN

In 2021, GCHR published 13 updates and one report on Oman. The silencing of broadcasters,
internet activists, peaceful protesters and environmental activists were recurring themes in
GCHR’s reporting on Oman over the past year.
In the Spotlight
In an arbitrary measure that greatly endangers freedom of expression, the Ministry of
Information decided on 01 December 2021 to prevent the broadcast of the “All Questions”
program, presented by the prominent broadcaster, Kholoud Al-Alawi, on Hala FM radio. The
decision was issued on the same day that Al-Alawi hosted Shura Council member Dr
Mohammed Al-Zadjali on her program. During an interview with him, he criticised the
presidency of the Shura Council and said, "The media outlets handed over their necks to the
Ministry of Information.” Similarly, on 03 July 2021, popular broadcaster Nasr Al-Bousaidi
was released after several days of detention and interrogation relating to tweets in which he
criticised the procedures of the higher government committee in charge of examining the
mechanism for dealing with developments in the spread of COVID-19.
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Internet activists, including writers and intellectuals, have continued to suffer a campaign of
arbitrary arrest and repression in a bid to silence online discussion on social issues and a wide
range of other topics pertaining to daily life in Oman. The security forces arrested Internet
activist Ghaith Al-Shibli on 23 July 2021 after they raided his home in Sohar. His arrest was
followed by the arrest of a number of Internet activists who were participating in the dialogues
that Al-Shibli was organising using the hashtag #Ghaith_spaces, which dealt with various
intellectual and social topics. Among those who were recently arrested for participating in AlShibli's dialogues is Internet activist Maryam M., whose Twitter account was suspended after
her arrest, which was followed by calls for her release on Twitter using the hashtag
#Maryam_arrest. Internet activist Abdullah Hassan, whose Twitter account was also
suspended upon his arrest, and the account of a third Internet activist who tweeted through
his Twitter account under the name "A Liberal Mind", was also suspended after his arrest.
On 23 May 2021, popular protests demanding job
opportunities, the improvement of living conditions and the
eradication of corruption started in the province of Sohar
before spreading to the provinces of Salalah, Ibri, Sur, Ibra and
Rustaq. A number of Omani women also demanded that they
be granted the right to own land. Peaceful protesters participating in these gatherings have
attracted the ire of the Omani authorities. For example, in July 2021, the Omani authorities
released five peaceful protesters after a detention lasting several weeks. All of them, who are
job seekers calling for reform and the eradication of corruption, were charged with participating
in a gathering of more than ten people without a permit, and violating the instructions of the
higher committee in charge of examining the mechanism for dealing with developments in the
spread of COVID-19 related to precautionary measures.
GCHR also covered the case of environmental activists, including Dr Ahmed Issa Qatan, a
resident of Dhofar Governorate and a specialist in desalination of seawater, opposes an official
decision to prevent the grazing of camels in parts of the Dhofar Plain, within his efforts to
preserve normal life and maintain the lifestyle in the area that has existed for hundreds of years.
He also rejects plans by the authorities to build residential complexes in these green spaces. On
23 February 2021, Dr Qatan was summoned to appear before the Special Division of the Salalah
Police Command, where he was arrested upon arrival. In March 2021, the Court of First
Instance in Salalah sentenced him to six months’ imprisonment and a fine of 1000 Omani riyals,
with a payment of 500 Omani Riyals to appeal the verdict.
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J.

QATAR

In 2021, GCHR published 11 updates on Qatar. The treatment of WHRDs was a primary focus
of GCHR’s work on Qatar over the past year. In addition, the repression of peaceful assembly
and the use of travel bans against innocent citizens featured amongst GCHR’s updates on Qatar.
In the Spotlight
In December 2021, GCHR received alarming reports that
Qatari WHRD Noof Al-Maadeed may have been murdered
or forcibly detained upon her return to Qatar from the United
Kingdom. Al-Maadeed reportedly withdrew her request
from asylum in the United Kingdom and returned to Qatari
after receiving assurances from the Qatari authorities that
she would be protected. Following her return from the UK, where she had been since November
2019, Al-Maadeed sent out alarming tweets indicating that she feared for her safety after the
government withdrew its protection. She posted several calls for help on Twitter, including
a tweet on 12 October 2021 in which she stated that her family had attempted to assassinate
her. On the evening of 13 October 2021, Al-Maadeed stopped reporting on social media and
had not been heard from for three months until 09 January 2022 when tweeted that she is safe
and in good health.
The Shura Council elections, which took place on 02 October 2021, were highly illustrative of
the state of democratic participation and of the place of women in Qatari society. A total of 233
candidates competed for a place on the 45-member Council, with 101 withdrawing their
candidacy on election day. Reports received by GCHR confirmed that the pressure and
intimidation to which many of the candidates were subjected by influential government forces,
including the State Security Bureau, ultimately forced many candidates to withdraw. The
results, which were announced the evening on which the elections took place, resulted in the
victory of 30 of the male candidates. None of the28 female candidates were successful.
In July 2021, the Emir of Qatar, Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, ratified Law No. (6) of
2021 regarding the procedures for the election of the Shura Council and Law No. (7) of
2021 regarding the formation of the Shura Council and its competencies. In addition, the Emir
issued Decree No. (37) of 2021 defining the 30 electoral districts of the Shura Council. The
laws and decree entrench blatant discrimination between Qatari citizens by denying the right to
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vote or to run for office to certain tribes and marginalised groups in society. The promulgation
of these laws was met with mass protests in Qatar, especially by members of the Al-Murra tribe,
large numbers of whom were denied the right to run for office, vote, or both. The security forces
made several attempts to break up the sit-in, stormed the homes of some members of this tribe,
and arrested dozens of protesters.
Migrant workers in Qatar continue to face dismal
working and living conditions. The migrant rights
defender and blogger Malcolm Bidali’s efforts to raise
awareness of the multiple violations faced by migrant
workers in Qatar were met with retaliation. In May 2021,
Bidali was arrested by officials from Qatar’s State
Security Bureau and taken to an unknown destination
without the authorities providing any information on his
whereabouts. On 12 May 2021, the authorities confirmed
his detention but refused to disclose his whereabouts. On 29 May 2021, the Qatari Government
Communication Office said in a statement on the case that the Public Prosecution had
interrogated him and charged him with receiving funds from a foreign party for the purpose of
spreading misleading information, confirming that he would be subject to trial. He was released
on 02 June 2021 but the charges have not been dropped.

K.

SAUDI ARABIA

In 2021, GCHR published 24 updates and two reports on the use of torture in Saudi Arabia. In
a country where grave human rights violations are a daily occurrence, GCHR’s coverage of
Saudi Arabia throughout 2021 documented the intensification of the authorities’ systematic
crackdown on peaceful human rights work and all dissenting voices and the repression of
minorities such as the Nubian Community in Riyadh.
In the Spotlight
In February 2021, WHRDs Loujain Al-Hathloul and Nouf Abdulaziz were released
conditionally from prison after spending over two years and a half behind bars for their peaceful
women’s rights work. Al-Hathloul and Abdulaziz were among women rights activists detained
in a crackdown on women human rights defenders and activists in Saudi Arabia in spring 2018.
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Women defenders in Saudi Arabia continue to suffer in silence
in a patriarchal and authoritarian society that continues to treat
women as second-class citizens. The sacrifices these prominent
WHRDs endured to bring this to light included being subjected
to torture, enforced disappearance and smear campaigns. In
June 2021, the prominent WHRDs, Nassima Al-Sadah and
Samar Badawi, were also released from prison upon the
completion of their sentences. GCHR remains concerned about
the conditional nature of the WHRDs’ release, with conditions
imposed on them including prohibitions from working in the field of human rights, publishing
on social media, getting a job and traveling outside of Saudi Arabia.
Furthermore, in a move that unequivocally demonstrates that the release of some WHRDs does
not necessarily signal improvements on women’s rights in Saudi Arabia, just one week after
Al-Hathloul and Abdulaziz were released, WHRD Israa Al-Ghomgham was sentenced to
eight years in prisons for peacefully exercising her rights to freedom of expression and
assembly.
In October 2021, a report by ALQST, GCHR and the Martin Ennals Foundation on Saudi
Arabia’s progress mid-way through its UPR review cycle revealed a shocking lack of action
from the Saudi authorities on recommendations to improve human rights that they accepted in
2018. The report demonstrates that although Saudi Arabia accepted recommendations “to
guarantee the exercise of freedom of expression and release detained human rights defenders”,
the authorities are still holding scores of prisoners of conscience and imposing harsh restrictions
on those released.
Meanwhile, in an unrelenting crackdown
on free speech, the authorities have
continued to carry out arbitrary arrests and
pass or re-impose lengthy prison sentences
on rights activists and peaceful critics such
as Mohammad Abdullah Al-Otaibi,
Mohammed
Abdulrahman
unfair trials.
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Al-Qahtani
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and
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Furthermore, the authorities regularly invoke repressive counter-terrorism and cybercrime laws,
in flagrant disregard of UPR recommendations to “revise all [restrictive] legislation” and
“ensure the necessary independence of the judiciary”. Furthermore, the systematic use of torture
and ill-treatment in Saudi Arabia flies in the face of Saudi Arabia’s commitment to taking "steps
to prevent torture, cruel and degrading treatment in prisons and detention centres."
In an effort to tackle the deeply ingrained culture of impunity in Saudi Arabia, on 30 April
2021, GCHR, with the assistance of French human rights lawyer William Bourdon, filed an
official complaint with the Prosecutor's Office in Paris against Saudi Major General Ahmed
Hassan Mohammad Al-Asiri. A close confidant and adviser to Saudi crown prince Mohammed
bin Salman, Al-Asiri is the former deputy head of the Saudi intelligence agency, Al-Mukhabarat
Al-A'amah, and the former spokesman for the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen. The complaint is
based on the concept of universal jurisdiction and focused on acts of torture, including the
unlawful arrest and subsequent torture and assassination of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the
Saudi Consulate in Istanbul, Turkey on 02 October 2018. Al-Asiri has been accused of being
the organiser and planner of the murder of Khashoggi, as the person in charge of the Rapid
Intervention Force (RIF), which carried out the murder. The United States has imposed
sanctions on Al-Asiri under the Magnitsky Act.

L.

SYRIA

In 2021, GCHR published three updates and a report on the legal and socio-economic
implications of torture in Syria.
In the Spotlight
In January 2021, GCHR reported on the arrests of eight people, including a well-known media
figure, for comments made on Facebook. On 24 January 2021, members of the security forces
arrested TV presenter Hala Al-Jarf on her return from Al-Salmiah to the capital, Damascus,
where she was detained in the Criminal Security Branch. On 31 January 2021, her
cousin Tammam Eid posted the following on his Facebook page: “According to Article 101
of the Syrian Media Law, the Minister of Justice circular was issued not to arrest or interrogate
media professionals except after informing the National Media Council or the Journalists Union
branch to assign whomever is suitable to attend to media professionals ... was this material
taken into consideration ???"
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The Syrian Ministry of Interior confirmed the news of the arrest, publishing a statement on 31
January 2021, on its Facebook page stating: “The Criminal Security Department has arrested
eight people for the offense of communicating with and dealing with suspicious websites.”
On 07 January 2021, Syria TV issued a statement reporting that journalist Bahaa Al-Halabi,
correspondent for Syria TV in Al-Bab, survived an assassination attempt while returning to his
home on the evening of 06 January 2021. The assassination attempt was carried out by two
masked and unknown gunmen who targeted the journalist as he was sitting in his car outside
his home. Al-Halahi sustained a number of gunshot wounds, which required his transfer to AlBab Hospital. He was discharged on 08 January 2021.
On 04 January 2021, civil society activist Nour AlShilo was released after being held in incommunicado
detention for more than two months following her
arrest by an armed military faction on 15 September
2020.

M. UNITED ARAB EMIRATES
In 2021, GCHR published 17 updates on the human rights situation in the UAE and two reports
on torture and the persecution of HRD Ahmed Mansoor. A dominant thread throughout
GCHR’s coverage of the UAE in 2021 is the stark difference between the progressive and
forward-thinking image the UAE projects on the international stage and its despicable treatment
of human rights defenders and other
civil society actors. Exposing this
hypocrisy has been at the heart of a
number of GCHR activities, such as
the Alternative Human Rights Expo,
held online on 14 October 2021.
In the Spotlight
In November 2021, Major General Ahmed Nasser Al-Raisi was elected as President of the
International Criminal Police Organisation (INTERPOL) despite the tireless efforts of human
rights organisations alert members of the General Assembly to Al-Raisi’s key role in the torture
and degrading treatment of detained human rights defenders and other prisoners of conscience.

37

In addition to GCHR and other human rights organisations’ attempts to prevent the election of
Al-Raisi, in June 2021, GCHR, relying on the doctrine of universal jurisdiction, filed an official
complaint against Al-Raisi with the French Prosecutor’s Office for the inhumane conditions in
which HRD Ahmed Mansoor is currently detained. Mansoor is serving a ten-year sentence for
his human rights activities.
GCHR has kept the spotlight on the case of Ahmed Mansoor, who, in a leaked letter from
prison, detailed the grave violations he continues to suffer at the hands of the UAE’s state
security agency. Mansoor described being held in indefinite solitary confinement, deprived of
basic necessities, and denied any meaningful contact with other prisoners or the outside world.
Human Rights Watch and GCHR detailed the UAE’s mistreatment of Mansoor in January in a
joint 30-page report titled “The Persecution of Ahmed Mansoor: How the United Arab
Emirates Silenced its Most Famous Human Rights Activist.”
Following the publication of Mansoor’s leaked letter, the European Parliament adopted a wideranging resolution on "The case of human rights defender Ahmed Mansoor in UAE". It calls
for "the immediate and unconditional release of Ahmed Mansoor, Mohammed Al-Roken and
Dr Nasser bin Ghaith as well as all other human rights defenders, political activists and peaceful
dissidents." It also urges all Member States "to suspend the sale and export of surveillance
technology to the UAE." As a member of the MENA Coalition to Combat Digital Surveillance,
GCHR has called for regulation of spyware sales to the region.
On 13 September 2021, the UAE Cabinet issued
ministerial resolution number 83 of 2021 adding 38
individuals and 13 entities to the government's terror
list. The list includes three human rights defenders
and a researcher - Ahmed Mohammed Al-Shaiba
Al-Nuaimi, Mohammed Saqr Al-Zaabi, Hamad
Mohammed Al-Shamsi and Saeed Nasser AlTenaiji.
Furthermore, in July 2021, GCHR marked the eighth anniversary of the verdicts in the mass
trial of prominent human rights defenders, judges, academics and students known as the
UAE94, by renewing its calls on the UAE authorities to immediately and unconditionally
release all those convicted following a trial that lacked the most basic international standards
necessary for a fair trial and due process.
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In 2021, GCHR mourned and paid tribute to Emirati WHRD Alaa Mohammed Al-Siddiq and
Polish HRD and former prisoner in the UAE, Artur Ligęska, after their untimely deaths.

N.

YEMEN

In 2021, GCHR published 23 updates and two reports on torture and the situation of journalists
in Yemen. Persistent attacks on and the killing of journalists have been regular features of
GCHR’s updates on Yemen throughout 2021.
In the Spotlight
GCHR is the leading source on prominent
death-penalty cases in Yemen, including four
journalists sentenced to death on charges of
"espionage" and "spreading false news."
Regular appeals have helped saved their lives
after six years in prison. In spring 2021, the
four

journalists,

Abdulkhaleq

Ahmed

Amran, Akram Saleh Al-Walidi, Al-Hareth Saleh Hamid and Tawfiq Mohammed AlMansouri, were moved to a prisoner exchange house, and have avoided the death penalty,
thanks in part to advocacy by GCHR, which organised an appeal signed by over 150 NGOs in
May 2020.
On 08 November 2021, the West Capital Municipality Court of
First Instance in Sana’a, the Yemeni capital, handed down a fiveyear prison sentence to actress and model Entisar Abdulrahman
Al-Hammadi, after convicting her of fabricated charges including
prostitution and drug use. Al-Hammadi, who has been held in the
Central Prison in Sana’a since her arrest on 20 February 2021, was
one of four women sentenced to prison in violation of their rights.
The court also convicted her colleagues Yousra Ahmed AlNashiri, Mahaliah Abdulwahab Al-Baadani and Ruqaiya Ahmed Al-Sawadi on various
charges, including adultery. Al-Nashiri was sentenced to five years in prison, Al-Baadani was
sentenced to three years in prison, and Al-Sawadi was sentenced to a one-year suspended prison
sentence.

39

On 09 November 2021, 27-year-old journalist
Rasha Abdullah Al-Harazi, who was nine months
pregnant, was killed while driving to the hospital to
give birth. An explosive device planted in the car
driven by her husband, journalist Mahmoud AlAtmi, exploded on the way to the hospital in Aden,
killing Al-Harazi and her unborn child. Al-Atmi
was seriously injured and is in critical condition in intensive care receiving treatment, according
to the latest local reports. Attacks on journalists are an all too regular occurrence in Yemen.
Throughout 2021, GCHR has documented the arrest of journalist Fahd Yahya Al-Arhabi and
the torture and ill-treatment of four detained journalists, amongst many other similar cases. The
perilous situation facing journalists in Yemen was evocatively described by four journalists in
a series of films produced by GCHR with Yemeni partners about the ways in which war and
poverty have affected their lives.
Human rights defenders and lawyers have also featured at the forefront of the de facto
government in Sana’a’s crackdown on Yemeni civil society. For example, on 02 June 2021,
human rights lawyer Khaled Al-Kamal was informed of his suspension from the legal
profession. Reliable local sources confirmed to GCHR that the main reason for his suspension
was his refusal to waive the defence of his client at the time, actress and model Entisar AlHammadi, who is still in prison on trumped-up charges. He had previously been threatened by
a plainclothes gunman on 27 April 2021 in front of his house, who demanded that he drop the
case. He is no longer her lawyer.
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X. REGIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS OVERVIEW AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
In 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to have a severe
impact on HRDs and other civil society actors across the
MENA region. COVID-19-related contact tracing and
surveillance technology facilitated the ability of oppressive
governments to violate the privacy and free expression of
HRDs and other dissenting voices under the pretext of
managing the pandemic. As the ongoing global health
emergency has pushed more and more human rights work online, the abuse of COVID-19
technology risks exercising a severe chilling effect on activism in the region.
Furthermore, as arbitrary arrest and detention is one of the most pervasive forms of repression
used against peaceful HRDs across the region, governments have taken advantage of the
decreased scrutiny caused by a reduction in physical contacts to intensify the torture and illtreatment of prisoners of conscience with impunity. Oppressive governments have shown little
regard for the severe health risks facing prisoners living in cramped and unsanitary conditions
and we have noticed an uptick in the arbitrary prolongation of prison sentences to keep HRDs
behind bars for far longer than was initially envisaged. To counteract this lack of transparency
and accountability, much of GCHR’s reporting efforts throughout 2021 have been directed at
combatting impunity and documenting the torture and ill-treatment of prisoners of conscience.
Another alarming trend is the concerted efforts of Gulf countries with atrocious human rights
records to consolidate their already significant economic and geo-political power by projecting
a progressive image on the world stage. One example of this is the election of the UAE’s
General Al-Raisi as President of Interpol and the positive publicity generated by the Dubai
Expo. This trend is also evidenced by the willingness of so-called democratic countries and
surveillance technology companies to continue to do business with oppressive governments
across the MENA region through the sale of arms and surveillance technology.
Finally, as evidenced by the cases documented in the Country Snapshots, the systematic
silencing of men and women HRDs, journalists, internet activists, peaceful protesters and other
civil society actors through arbitrary arrests and detentions, judicial harassment, enforced
disappearance, attacks, threats and assassinations, has been a recurring theme.
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Recommendations:
In light of these patterns of oppression across the region, GCHR recommends that:
1. Governments across the MENA region repeal vague and punitive legislation that exerts a
chilling effect on or even criminalises peaceful human rights work, freedom of expression and
freedom of association.
2. Governments across the MENA region enact legislation on human rights, freedom of
expression and assembly and information technology in line with international human rights
norms.
3. Authorities across the MENA region tackle impunity by enabling thorough, transparent and
independent investigations into the perpetration of attacks, assassinations, enforced
disappearances, arbitrary detentions, torture and ill-treatment against HRDs, civil society
activists, journalists and academics.
4. The international community ceases to embolden the region’s governments in committing
human rights violations with impunity. This necessitates a complete re-evaluation of the
“business as usual” approach to diplomacy, business deals and trade relations with the Gulf
region and neighbouring countries.
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