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MISSION
The Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR)1 is an independent,
non-profit 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, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen.
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, bloggers and
Internet activists, can work free from oppression and fear.
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DEDICATED TO DEFENDERS OF FREEDOM OF
THOUGHT AND EXPRESSION IN THE MIDDLE EAST
In the past decade of advocacy, activism, campaigns,
research and other efforts to enhance human rights and civic
space in the region, the Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR)
views 2018 as the most contentious year for freedom of
thought and expression. The rights to freedom of association
and assembly were also severely violated, including with the
murders of peaceful protesters in Iraq, and the imprisonment
of young women in Iraq resisting societal constraints. We
have witnessed women’s rights defenders in Saudi Arabia
being arbitrarily detained and extradited for expressing their
views on women’s rights and equality. We have mourned
the deaths of multiple human rights defenders (HRDs) and
activists, some who died while arbitrarily detained in Syria,
others in targeted murders in Iraq, or as a result of bombs in
Yemen. We have been pursuing extensive advocacy efforts
to protest the incarceration of GCHR’s founders Nabeel
Rajab and Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja in Bahrain, and Emirati
Board member Ahmed Mansoor, all serving lengthy prison
sentences for their peaceful human rights activities with no
further hopes of appeal. Before leaving his post as the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Zeid Ra’ad
Al Hussein mentioned HRDs from all regions who “provide
the best hope for a troubled world,” including “from Bahrain
for example: the Khawaja family, Nabeel Rajab, Maytham
Al-Salman and Ebtisam Al-Sayegh, who have all have shown
extraordinary courage in the face of considerable adversity.
Hatoon Ajwad Al Fassi and Samar Badawi in Saudi Arabia:
courageous leading voices for the rights of Saudi women,
both currently in detention. Amal Fathy in Egypt and Radhya
Al-Mutawakel in Yemen are also two brave individuals who
have put their own safety at risk as they have spoken out
against injustice and on behalf of victims of human-rights
violations.”

While their governments have felt threatened by their
words and their defiance, HRDs have received international
recognition for their activism. To name a few: Saudi human
rights lawyer Waleed Abu Al-Khair won the 2018 PEN Pinter
Prize for an International Writer of Courage, as well as the
prestigious Right Livelihood Award (also known as the
Alternative Nobel) with two other Saudi defenders Abdullah
Al-Hamid and Mohammad Fahad Al-Qahtani. The Middle
East Studies Association of North America (MESA) awarded
its 2018 Academic Freedom Award to Dr. Hatoon Ajwad AlFassi, the Saudi scholar, writer, and women’s rights advocate
imprisoned since June 2018. GCHR Advisory Board member
Dr. Hala Al-Dosari, a prominent women’s rights defender
from Saudi Arabia, was awarded the 2018 Alison Des Forges
Award for Extraordinary Activism by Human Rights Watch.
Yemeni journalist Nawal Al-Maghafi won the United Nations
Leo Nevas Award. Mwatana Organisation for Human Rights
in Yemen won the Human Rights First Baldwin Medal of
Liberty, and the International Hrant Dink Award. Nasrin
Sotoudeh, an Iranian human rights lawyer imprisoned since
June 2018, was awarded the Ludovic Trarieux Human Rights
Prize. And of course Ahmed Mansoor, who received the
prestigious Martin Ennals Award for HRDs in 2015, remains
detained in United Arab Emirates.
Words in books, poems, Facebook posts, tweets and op-ed
columns have revealed the extent to which governments
have been deeply uncommitted to the protection of human
rights in the region. These words have nonetheless defended
human rights from governments’ extreme repression. And
only through the words of these defenders and their activism
will governments’ disrespect for human rights and freedoms
will be overturned.
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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The goal of the Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) is 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 2018, GCHR issued over 200 appeals, statements and updates on the cases of 145 HRDs at risk from
Bahrain, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen. While the organisation did
not cover cases of HRDs at risk in Lebanon and Jordan, they are included in our training workshops, activities and thematic
reports, including on digital rights and civic space. We regularly carry out activities with Lebanese HRDs and journalists. For
example, the annual Gulf and Neighbouring Countries Platform was attended by 30 HRDs, donors, NGO partners and the
United Nations Special Rapporteur on HRDs, Michel Forst.
GCHR participates in local, European and international platforms including the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) to undertake
advocacy work and to raise awareness of the issues faced by HRDs in the wider region. GCHR increased its advocacy and
support to men and women HRDs from the Gulf region and neighbouring countries, with an emphasis on building their
capacity to carry out their own documentation and advocacy, while building a communal space for activism. GCHR tailors
innovative strategies and has developed methodologies to sustain a network for HRDs and civil society. For the HRDs, the
network provides the tools and skills necessary to fulfil their capacity, to connect them across borders and to support peerlearning. For GCHR, it leverages their protection and allows us to advocate on their behalf when necessary. Networking with
other local and international NGOs and coalitions increases the efficacy of GCHR’s advocacy, particularly through UN and
European Union advocacy – which are also linked to protection and support for HRDs at risk. In 2018, we build coalitions with
partner organisations working on the arrests of women’s rights defenders in Saudi Arabia, and helped form a network of NGOs
campaigning to end violations in Oman.
GCHR publishes evidence-based reports and carries out country missions and trial observations. In 2018, GCHR published a
dozen reports on countries and themes such as civic space and digital rights, in addition to its annual report.
GCHR provides direct support to HRDs in the region, facilitating emergency requests for assistance (medical support, training,
security, trial observation, evacuation etc.) In 2018, GCHR facilitated grants to 18 HRDs from Saudi Arabia, Syria and Yemen.
In addition to providing skills in digital security, UN Mechanisms and investigative journalism, training workshops provide
valuable networking opportunities.
As violations mount, GCHR has increased its coverage and support to WHRDs in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
region, through international partnerships, capacity building training, networking, research reports and joint advocacy, as well
as emergency medical, legal and evacuation support. We have a vision of connecting social movements, fighting sectarianism/
division and creating space to find common ground.
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THE FOLLOWING IS A RECAP OF THE DOCUMENTED VIOLATIONS IN 2018 IN 10 COUNTRIES
IN THE GULF REGION AND NEIGHBOURING COUNTRIES:
Bahrain now has a reputation as one of the countries in
which all well-known HRDs (who are not already in jail or in
exile) have been banned from working freely or travelling.
This is designed to isolate the human rights movement and
cut its links with international mechanisms, in particular
the UN. A collective travel ban is essentially imposed on all
HRDs, preventing them from participating in the activities
of the UNHRC in Geneva. Likewise, international NGOs and
journalists, along with UN experts, cannot freely visit Bahrain.
In 2018, Nabeel Rajab and Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja remained
in prison despite vast international efforts. Rajab’s final
appeal of his five-year sentence was held on 31 December
2018. Rajab was one of the first people to be jailed for
expressing concern about human rights violations on twitter,
having been jailed in 2012 for tweets - leading to the spread
of social media prosecutions across the region.

GCHR led efforts in preparing extensive evidence of
restrictions on civic space and digital rights in preparation of
Qatar’s 2019 UPR.
The authorities in Saudi Arabia continue to target HRDs
despite various announcements related to opening up
civic space in the country. In May 2018, Saudi Arabia
launched a wide-scale and extremely oppressive arrest
campaign of HRDs calling for political reform and political
and legal equality of women through abolishing the male
guardianship system.
HRDs and journalists not only face threats from pursuing
their activism and support for human rights in a difficult
situation rife with violence and instability, indeed they are
targets of violence in Syria. Armed parties in Syria have
engaged avidly in targeting HRDs and activists resulting in
the assassination of two defenders. The Syrian government
introduced laws that further stifle human rights to freedom
of expression, thought, opinion, and press.

In Iran, the authorities have also extended their retaliation to
penalise HRDs, their family members and others who express
support for women’s rights in protesting the compulsory veil.
Human rights lawyers like Nasrin Sotoudeh have been jailed.
Journalists remain imprisoned and all HRDs are lumped in
Evin prison, a notorious prison of grossly unfair conditions.

Throughout 2018, demands to disclose the charges against
prominent Emirati HRD Ahmed Mansoor were heard by
the authorities have indulged in a grossly unfair trial. The
subsequent prison sentence and deterioration of prison
conditions, protested by Dr. Nasser Bin Gaith through his
hunger strike, and imprisonment of Osama Al-Najjar and
seven others even their prison sentence is long overdue are
the main hallmarks of UAE abuse in 2018.

Journalists, civil society and activists have been not the only
targets of government-sponsored violence and violation
of human rights in Iraq. GCHR quickly recognised the risk
of failing to guarantee freedom of assembly but our calls
were not heard. Amidst the protest that spread across Iraq
starting in July 2018, many protesters were killed and HRDs
assassinated. Excessive force and disproportionate violence
were used by the security forces, including tear gas and live
bullets directed at demonstrators. Moreover, freedom of
expression and opinion was also repressed.

Intimidation and targeting of HRDs and journalists persists
by the different parties involved in the civil conflict in
Yemen. Although GCHR welcomed the news of Hisham
Al-Omeisy’s release in early 2018, Mwatana members have
been subjected to travel bans and intimidation. Moreover,
the Military Intelligence Apparatus in Hadramout arrested
journalist Sabri Salmeen bin Makhashin who immediately
commenced a hunger strike.

Kuwait’s judiciary failed to uphold international human
standards pertaining making a verdict and holding a fair trial
of 67 people in the 2011 National Assembly case. Further
harassment and intimidation of Bedoon activists and lawyers
continued coupled with further restrictions on freedom of
association, opinion and expression.

GCHR avidly and proactively commits to evidence-based
advocacy and highest levels of visibility for HRDs including
lawyers, journalists and activists across the region.

Oman has tightened its grip on freedoms of expression
and opinion. This was cemented by oppressive legislation,
sweeping censorship and critical targeting of activists.
While Oman is making political changes, it has taken severe
measures in violating human rights. In 2018, GCHR mourned
the death of prominent activist Hassan Al-Basham. Dr.
Najeeb Al-Nuaimi remains under an unjust travel ban and
the status of civic space and digital rights are dramatically in
decline.
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II. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES AND ACHIEVEMENTS
Through its activities the Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) aims to provide human rights defenders (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 an international, regional and national level. Throughout 2018, in addition to 12 reports, GCHR
issued 81 appeals, 8 joint appeals and letters, 119 country updates and news alerts on cases of 145 HRDs in the Gulf region
and neighbouring countries. GCHR supported HRDs by securing emergency support and grants to assist defenders from Saudi
Arabia, Syria and Yemen. GCHR works closely with partner organisations to carry out human rights activities and to ensure
that it offers the best support to HRDs. In 2018, GCHR strengthened its partnerships with networks CIVICUS, FIDH, IFEX, the
WHRD International Coalition, the Innovation for Change MENA Hub and the Omani Coalition for Human Rights. The 2018
Gulf Platform brought together 30 HRDs from across the region to provide testimonies to the UN Special Rapporteur on HRDs,
Michel Forst.
a) Monitoring and Publicising Cases of Human Rights Defenders at Risk
Over the course of 2018, GCHR covered the cases of 145
HRDs in 10 countries. Avenues for publicity and advocacy
extended beyond our website, mailing list and social media
to the halls of the European Union (EU), United Nations
(UN) and international civil society platforms. On a regional
level, GCHR coordinated wide-reaching, and fast-acting
coalitions to respond to urgent situations. On 18 June 2018,
GCHR mobilised a joint action signed by 16 prominent
organisations protesting the arbitrary detention of Radhya
Al-Mutawakel and Abdulrasheed Al-Faqih en route to
leave Yemen. On 2 July, GCHR, Bahrain Centre for Human
Rights (BCHR), Maharat Foundation, Amnesty International,
the Committee to protect Journalists (CPJ) and Media
Association for Peace (MAP) organised a press conference in
Beirut to call for the release of Nabeel Rajab, Abdulhadi AlKhawaja and other prisoners of conscience in Bahrain.

Overall the event advocated that all concerned institutions
and parties to provide proper protection to journalists in
MENA countries and beyond so that they can carry out their
work to the fullest extent and adopt the recommendations
of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the
Issue of Impunity.
At the Human Rights Defenders World Summit 2018 in
October, Khalid Ibrahim, GCHR Executive Director, was
among 150 HRDs from all over the world who came together
to mark the 20th Anniversary of the UN Declaration on
Human Rights Defenders to remind governments that there
is still much to do to ensure all defenders are recognised
and protected. At the end of the summit, HRDs presented
an Action Plan, including a set of recommendations on
which states and other powerful actors need to act urgently.
2018. The Summit was organised by a consortium of eight
international human rights NGOs, including Amnesty, FIDH,
OMCT, Front Line Defenders, RSF, ProtectDefenders.EU, AWID
and ISHR.

GCHR, the International Service for Human Rights (ISHR),
Americans for Democracy & Human Rights in Bahrain
(ADHRB), CIVICUS and Women’s March Global launched
an advocacy campaign to highlight the widespread and
systematic crackdown against dissent in Saudi Arabia. As a
part of the Free Saudi Women coalition, GCHR publicised and
contributed to the creation of a petition for the UN to hold
Saudi Arabia accountable for the arbitrary detention of Saudi
WHRDs. Over 240,000 people signed the petition, and it
received wide support and high interaction on Twitter. Over
170 NGOs called on the UN to suspend Saudi Arabia from the
UN Human Rights Council and to hold an inquiry into human
rights abuses in the country, in a joint action led by GCHR in
October.

GCHR took legal action in order to confront problematic
developments in the United Kingdom’s (UK) commitment
to human rights. GCHR, represented by Deighton Pierce
Glynn Solicitors and 11 Kings Bench Walk, appeared in the
High Court in London on 26 July 2018 to challenge the UK
Prime Minister for unjustified deletion of “overarching duty
to comply with international law” from the UK Ministerial
Code. GCHR was determined to hold the Prime Minister
to account for this apparent downgrading of the UK’s
international law obligations including treaty obligations
such as the UN Convention against Torture. The court has
reserved judgement, however it is hoped that there will be
a clear affirmation from this high level court that Ministers
are indeed bound by international law obligations. In 2016,
after GCHR successfully mounted a legal challenge to the
UK Ministry of Justice over its semi-secret commercial
bidding for Saudi prison services, the Ministry was obliged
to back down, withdraw its bid and pay in full the costs
incurred by GCHR. GCHR will continue to stand up for
the protection of hard-fought international standards of
human rights whenever we see that States are attempting
to weaken them. We will continue to scrutinise the record
of governments such as the UK because of the current and
historical importance of their political, military and trade
relations with Gulf States.

For the International Day to End Impunity for Crimes against
Journalists on 02 November 2018, GCHR and 15 NGOs along
with UNESCO, called for action at an event in Beirut entitled:
“No to impunity for the crimes committed against journalists
in the Arab region.” GCHR organised a photo exhibition to
shed light on journalists in the region who have been killed
or disappeared, including in Palestine, Egypt, Bahrain, Syria,
Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, and Saudi Arabia. The event aimed
to draw attention to the serious risks faced by journalists as
they do their peaceful work in the MENA region, in addition
to raising voices to demand the strengthening of protection
and security measures for journalists. This includes journalists
and professionals working in various media outlets in war
and conflict zones as well as those carrying out their work
during times of peace.
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At the EU NGO Forum in November 2018, Khalid Ibrahim
joined other groups working on protection of HRDs as part
of the EU support provided to HRDs at risk. Ibrahim stressed
“the need to stop all kind of co-operation between Western
software/hardware companies and governments in MENA
that are abusing human rights on daily basis.” Moreover,
Ibrahim expressed the pressing need to immediately release
all the detained HRDs across the region such as Loujain AlHathloul, Samar Badawi, Waleed Al-Ansari, Raif Badawi,
Dr. Mohammed Al-Roken, Ahmed Mansoor, Nabeel Rajab
and Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja. GCHR believes that speaking in
the halls of policy and decision-makers empowers our calls

and strengthens international community’s commitment to
human rights by regulating the framework for which actors
operate within such as with technology companies in the EU.
On 19 November 2018, the Omani Organisation for Human
Rights (OAHR) and GCHR used the opportunity of the OmanEuropean Forum to advance the cause of protecting free
press and journalists. The forum was organised by the Omani
Journalists Association in cooperation with the Embassy of
the Sultanate of Oman in France at UNESCO Headquarters.
This day marks the birth of Sultan Qaboos bin Said, who has
been in power since 1970. Yet Oman does not fully respect
freedom of expression and press freedom.

b) United Nations Advocacy
GCHR participates at every session of the UN Human Rights
Council (UNHRC), where it works with UN mechanisms to
highlight the risks to HRDs in the Gulf and Neighbouring
countries. Our work is designed to get resolutions or
statements about cases of at-risk HRDs or human rights
violations in the region. On 18 June 2018, during his opening
statement and global update of human rights concerns, UN
High Commissioner for Human Rights (HCHR) Zeid Ra’ad
Al Hussein cited countries from the MENA region, noting
“continued crackdowns on civil society and additional
legislation which further restricts the people’s fundamental
rights” in Bahrain, and criticised Bahrain, Iran, and Yemen
which have accepted no visits by Special Rapporteurs in five
years. GCHR submitted a contribution to the OHCHR to cover
cases of HRDs and journalists who have been arrested from
June 2017 to May 2018, including Loujain Al-Hathloul and
Issa Al-Hamid in Saudi Arabia. This contribution featured 12
cases in total across Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, UAE and Yemen.

Panelists addressed how technology such as surveillance
tools are used in a negative way, leading to a lack of
civic space and enabling human rights violation in the
Gulf and neighbouring countries. They also discussed
the responsibilities of businesses operating in repressive
environments and the opportunities created by megasporting events such as the World Cup or the Formula 1.
In their recommendations, panellists called on businesses
working in the Middle East to implement the highest
human rights standards similar to how they work in their
own Western countries, by reforming their business models,
including export practices.
In preparation for the UNHRC’s 39th Session, GCHR
collaborated with multiple organisations. GCHR released
a joint briefing paper prior to Saudi Arabia’s Universal
Periodic Review (UPR) published on the Situation of HRDs
in Saudi Arabia with ADHRB, ISHR and the Observatory.
On 22 August 2018, in an effort to curtail the lack of
information on detained HRDs in Saudi Arabia. GCHR
endorsed a statement written with Lawyer’s Rights Watch
Canada to the 39th Session of the UNHRC. The statement
details reasons for the General Assembly to suspend Saudi
Arabia’s membership to the UNHRC. The statement argues
that the Council’s authority is undermined by Saudi Arabia’s
continued membership in light of its persistent violations of
fundamental human rights.

At the UNHRC’s 38th session, GCHR organised two side
events with partners. The first side event was entitled: “Digital
Rights Across the Gulf and Neighbouring Countries” on 26
June 2018, GCHR and partners examined the “Crackdown on
Cyberactivism, Repression of Digital Rights and Freedoms,
and the Role of International Human Rights Mechanisms.”
The event moderated by Khalid Ibrahim and was cosponsored by the Martin Ennals Award (MEA), the Omani
Association for Human Rights (OAHR), Index on Censorship,
CIVICUS, FIDH and OMCT. Ibrahim said “traditional media is
mostly owned or controlled by governments in the MENA
region and after citizens, including online activists, began
to use social media to express their views on public affairs,
governments across the region created cybercrimes laws
to imprison them.” Speakers at the event also examined
new legislation used to stifle freedom online in Oman and
Palestine, among other countries.

At the UNHRC’s 39th session, GCHR and partner
organisations held four side events. A side event on:
“Accountability and the need to end impunity for human
rights violations in Yemen” was organised by CIVICUS, FIDH,
GCHR and CIHRS in cooperation with Mwatana for Human
Rights on 10 September 2018. The event called for the
renewal of the Group of Eminent Experts (GEE) on Yemen.
The recommendations and discussions of this event were
echoed in the collective effort of NGOs leading to the HRC
issuing resolution 21, which renewed the mandate of the
GEE to investigate violations of all parties in Yemen. GCHR
was among 55 NGOs who called in a joint letter for the
mandate of the group to be renewed and strengthened
through the enhancement of its reporting structure and
strengthening language on accountability, as a matter of
priority.

At the second side event on 28 June 2018, GCHR and
its partners discussed strategies to pursue relationships
with businesses to enhance the protection of freedom of
expression, and called for a rights-respecting technology
sector. The event was co-sponsored by Access Now, ADHRB,
CIVICUS, FIDH, Index on Censorship and the Institute for
Human Rights and Business (IHRB).
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GCHR organised a side event on women HRDs (WHRDs)
in Saudi Arabia, entitled: “Challenging Gender-based
Discrimination: WHRDs are Alone and Facing Serious Threats
for Claiming Their Rights & Demanding Equality in Saudi
Arabia”, on 14 September. Notably, GCHR was the only NGO
holding an event on WHRDs in Saudi Arabia at that session
of the UNHRC, hence GCHR shed light on a highly critical
situation. GCHR also organised a side event on Repression
of Freedoms in Bahrain on 12 September which featured the
Special Rapporteur on the freedom of peaceful assembly and
association, Clement Nyaletsossi Voule. Participants noted
that Bahrain should be denied a seat on the UNHRC and that
no Bahraini HRDs were at the UNHRC this session.

GCHR’s work at the UN is hampered by efforts of hostile
states to prevent GCHR from gaining ECOSOC status
since 2015. It has been delayed seven times by various
member states asking the same questions repeatedly
including ridiculous questions. In 2018, GCHR signed a
joint statement outlining further steps for reform of the
Committee. However, GCHR built support to get its ECOSOC
status through meetings in New York, at the UN in Geneva
and in Ireland. GCHR Executive Director Khalid Ibrahim
attended the resumed session of the UN Committee on
Non-Governmental Organisations (which reviews ECOSOC
status) in May 2018. The Committee further deferred its
consideration of GCHR’s ECOSOC application. However,
Ibrahim managed to address all the state members in the
room with a presentation described on the UN body’s
website in which Ibrahim said “that the only way to defeat
terrorism in the Middle East was to support human rights.”

Leading up to Yemen’s UPR in January 2019, GCHR joined
partners in two joint submissions on Yemen’s human rights.
The submissions examine the impact of the conflict and
ongoing violations on the work of HRDs and civil society.
GCHR also signed a petition calling to an end of Saudi Arabia
and UAE’s Smearing of Kamel Jendoubi, a Tunisian HRD
who is a member of the Group of Experts examining the
violations in Yemen.
GCHR’s WHRD Programme Manager Weaam Youssef raised
concerns about detained WHRDs at the pre-session for the
UPR of Saudi Arabia on 11 October 2018. Women’s rights,
freedom of expression, association and assembly were
assessed. Recommendations concerned compliance with
international human rights standards.
NGOs were disappointed in the UPR in November where
attention was mainly focused on investigating the murder
of journalist Jamal Khashoggi and the detained WHRDs
took a backseat. GCHR’s statement highlights the state’s
failure to promote, enhance and protect the basic rights
of women and the attempts of the state to break down
feminist movements. GCHR highlighted Saudi unwillingness
to comply and fulfil its obligations to the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW); and
restrictions on the freedom of association and assembly.
In preparation for Qatar’s UPR in 2019, GCHR and partners
contributed two submissions. In September 2018, GCHR
made the first submission, prepared with CIVICUS, focused
on Qatar’s civic space health which details the status of civil
society and present restrictions such as threats to HRDs and
criminalised freedom of expression. The second submission,
authored with Access Now and ADHRB, surveyed the status
of digital rights.
With the news of Khashoggi’s murder in October 2018, GCHR
intensified its efforts to hold Saudi Arabia accountable for
human rights violations. The murder of the exiled Saudi
journalist, who was targeted by the Saudi government for
his calls for political reform, illustrated that no Saudi HRD is
safe, no matter what country they live in. GCHR increased its
advocacy for the release of detained WHRDs, some of whom
were arrested starting in May 2018 in an effort to silence
critical efforts. This intense advocacy effort focused on calls
for a UN investigation and Saudi Arabia’s removed from the
UNHRC. Over 170 NGOs signed the action initiated by GCHR
and widely circulated to partners.
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c) Special Reports
In 2018, GCHR released a total of 14 special reports. This
included its annual report which reviewed the activities and
cases of 2017, two regional reports, two reports on Bahrain,
two reports on Qatar, four on Saudi Arabia, one on UAE, and
two reports on Yemen. (Where reports refer to countries,
they are mentioned below in the country sections.)

Verdicts in these cases have been either based on an existing
penal code where cybercrime laws are absent, in the process
of being drafted, or under the penal code and a cybercrime
law. Specialised police departments are primarily concerned
with monitoring, filtering and prosecuting netizens, HRDs,
journalists and bloggers for exercising their rights to
freedom of expression, thought and opinion online. Some
countries have not developed their cybercrime laws yet, but
enlist police cybercrime departments to target people who
are a “threat to national security, unity and economy and
religion.”

DIGITAL RIGHTS: On 26 June 2018, GCHR released a report
on the violations of digital rights presents a snapshot of
the most problematic aspects of national cybercrime laws
across the Gulf countries, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. The
report traces back some serious legal developments to
political events that have sparked increased restrictions on
digital rights in the region. For instance, in the week before
the arrest and detention of the prominent HRD, Ahmed
Mansoor, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) mandated the
creation of Federal Public Prosecution for Cybercrimes on
17 March 2017. A year later, on 25 March 2018, the Syrian
government has mandated a specialised prosecution unit
upon Presidential decree 9/2018.
To establish specialised courts for cybercrimes in two
countries in the region, targeting HRDs, is an alarming sign
and a direct threat to digital rights and online freedoms of
expression, thought, opinion and press.

CLOSURE OF CIVIC SPACE: On 11 September 2018, GCHR
released a report on the civic space shut down in the
MENA region. GCHR produced this report as a follow-up to
numerous formal and informal discussions about civic space,
such as those developed at the Gulf and Neighbouring
Countries Platform in January 2018 and during the civic
space conference that it convened in August 2017 with key
international and regional NGOs. The closure and absence
of civic space in the root cause of emerging constraints on
activism and advocacy for human rights, including violent
government crackdowns. Moreover, in using the term ‘civic
space’, it is not intended to limit our understanding of the
exercise of rights and freedoms to the physical realm only.
Civic space encompasses and surpasses the physical versus
cyber demarcation. It is the room in which multi-layered and
diverse activism occurs across different mediums.

Digital rights and freedoms have been severely
compromised by national cybercrime legislation and
prosecution, and judicially. The general trend for prosecution
was that digital rights and freedoms were penalised and
ruled as “cybercrime” cases delegated to general courts.
d) Capacity Building and Partnerships
In 2018, GCHR was actively involved in building its own
capacity, as well as sharing resources and knowledge with
partner organisations, HRDs and journalists. This has enabled
GCHR to build stronger coalitions, foster solidarity and
promote national, regional and international advocacy work
and activism. The following is a snapshot of capacity building
and partnership activities GCHR engaged in.

Innovation for Change is a collaborative think tank
that proposes new models and promotes people and
organisation›s leadership to solve social and environmental
challenges through collective action.
In September 2018, GCHR›s WHRDs Programme Manager
Weaam Youssef attended the WHRDFORUM›18 in Lebanon, a
regional forum organised by the WHRD MENA coalition. The
forum created a space for WHRDs from all over the world to
have an open discussion on their priorities, challenges and
needs.

In March 2018, GCHR joined the Omani Association for
Human Rights (OAHR), the Omani Center for Human Rights
and Muwatin Center for Press Freedom to form the Omani
Coalition for Human Rights. The Coalition›s first action called
for the immediate and unconditional release of Internet
activist Hassan Al-Basham as his continued imprisonment
violates his right to freedom of expression.
In July 2018, GCHR participated in the IFEX MENA regional
exchange and digital security workshop in Athens. Digital
security strategy and skills were one of the most important
takeaways for GCHR from this workshop especially with the
increasing digital security breaches and risk faced by NGOS.

GCHR organised several trainings for journalists in Beirut.
GCHR hosted a training workshop for investigative
journalists in Beirut in August with young journalists from
Jordan, Bahrain, Lebanon, Yemen, and Iraq. In October, GCHR
hosted a training session on digital security as part of the
Regional Joint Training for Journalists. The workshop was
organised by ACOS Alliance, Frontline Freelance Register
(FFR), GCHR, International Women Media Foundation (IWMF),
Marie Colvin Journalists› Network (MCJN), Rory Peck Trust
and SKeyes Center for Media and Cultural Freedom. Second,
GCHR organised in the workshop for «Kuwaiti journalists to
create a media freedom unit» at Kuwait Watch.

In August 2018, GCHR participated in the Innovation for
Change workshop in Tunis, which led to a partnership for a
civic space campaign to begin in 2019.
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e) 4th Gulf and Neighbouring Countries Platform
GCHR organised a successful Gulf and Neighbouring
Countries Platform for HRDs in January 2018 in Beirut, which
was attended by Michel Forst, UN Special Rapporteur on
the situation of HRDs, as well as international NGO partners
and donors. The meeting was essential for strengthening
the impact of GCHR’s Advocacy work, and creating space for
the Special Rapporteur to meet HRDs and WHRDs from the
region.

During the Platform, three workshops were held, including a
Consultation with WHRDs on WHRDs, Digital Rights and the
Closure of Civic Space in MENA.
As well, HRDs and WHRDs received training in:
Digital security crash course:
Latest security threats to protect yourself online
Introduction to Personal Security
UN Mechanisms in relation to OHCHR, HRC and
Treaty Bodies

There were two dozen HRDs in attendance, with 50%
women from across the region, as well as international NGOs
(Amnesty, FIDH, Front Line, CIVICUS and the American Bar
Association). WHRDs and HRDs attended from Bahrain, Iran,
Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Yemen. HRDs
were able to give their testimonies directly to NGOs and to
Michel Forst.

On 22 January 2018, at a public event attended by 40
people, HRDs were joined by Michel Forst, UN Special
Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, and
representatives of Media Association for Peace (MAP), Front
Line Defenders, FIDH, CIVICUS and Amnesty International to
make the public call to free colleagues.
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III. COUNTRY SUMMARIES
In 2018, GCHR issued over 200 appeals, statements and updates on the cases of 145 HRDs at risk from Bahrain, Kuwait, Iran,
Iraq, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen. While the organisation did not cover cases of HRDs
at risk in Lebanon and Jordan, HRDs, NGO representatives and journalists from those countries are included in our activities.
This section provides short country summaries of the 10 countries, followed by more lengthy reports on each country.

BAHRAIN
Bahrain now has a reputation as one of the few countries
in which all well-known HRDs (who are not already in
jail or in exile) have been banned from working freely or
travelling. This is designed to isolate the human rights
movement and cut its links with international mechanisms,
in particular the UN. A collective travel ban is essentially
imposed on all HRDs, preventing them from participating in
the three sessions held each year at the UNHRC in Geneva.
Likewise, international NGOs and journalists, along with UN
experts, cannot freely visit Bahrain. GCHR released five joint
statements, two reports, nine appeals and 19 news updates
covering the cases of 20 HRDs. In 2018, there were many
developments in the cases of Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja and
Nabeel Rajab whose final appeals hearing on 31 December
2018 illustrated another attempt by Bahraini authorities to
boost to the country’s record of unfair trial procedures.

IRAN
Since December 2017, dozens of women have been
arrested for removing their hijab during regular protest
campaigns under hashtags including #mystealthyfreedom,
#whitewednesdays, #girlsofenghelabstreet and
#mycameraismyweapon. Numerous HRDs and lawyers have
since been arrested in connection with the protests. On 15
August 2018, human rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh was
sentenced to five years in prison, including for defending
women who refused to wear hijab and “organising protest
rallies”. The authorities have also extended their retaliation
to penalise her family members and others who express
support for women’s rights in protesting the compulsory veil.
Journalists remain imprisoned and all HRDs are lumped in
Evin prison that have been consistently reported a prison of
grossly unfair conditions. In 2018, GCHR covered the cases of
ten defenders in six appeals.

IRAQ
Journalists, HRDs and activists, in addition to peaceful
protesters, were the targets of government-sponsored
violence and violation of human rights. Excessive force
and disproportionate violence were used by the security
forces, including tear gas and live bullets directed at
demonstrators. As of late July 2018, Iraqi authorities had
used disproportionate force against peaceful demonstrators
resulting in at least 13 deaths, 269 injuries and 757
detentions. In many cities across Iraq, the authorities
used water cannons, tear gas and on several occasions
live ammunition to disperse peaceful demonstrations
calling for improved services and an end to corruption
and unemployment. In Basra, human rights lawyer Jabbar
Mohammed Al-Karm was assassinated by gunmen after
offering to defend the detainees. Then on 25 September
2018, Dr. Su’ad Al-Ali, the head of Al-Weed Al-Alaiami for
Human Rights, was assassinated in Basra. With a focus on the
protests in Iraq and updates on HRDs and journalists, GCHR
covered the cases of 25 defenders in 14 news updates and
nine appeals.

KUWAIT
In 2018, Kuwait’s judiciary failed to uphold international
human standards during the lengthy trial of 67 detainees
in the 2011 National Assembly case. Further harassment
and intimidation of the Bedoon community defenders and
lawyers have continued coupled with further restrictions
on freedom of association, opinion and expression. Early
in January 2018, local newspapers announced that the
government had begun drafting a new law governing
publishing on social networking sites, including Twitter,
which will be applicable to all accounts and websites as well
as other applications not covered by the Electronic Media
Law No. 8 of 2016. The bill contains proposed paragraphs
with vague terms that could be used to target bloggers and
Internet activists. GCHR tracked these developments in 10
news updates, issuing 10 appeals and publicising the cases
of 17 defenders

OMAN
Oman has tightened its grip on freedoms of expression
and opinion. This was cemented by oppressive legislation,
sweeping censorship and critical targeting of activists.
While Oman is making political changes, it has taken severe
measures in violating human rights. In 2018, GCHR covered
Oman’s violations in 12 news updates, issuing 11 appeals and
covering the cases of eight defenders. GCHR mourned the
death of prominent activist Hassan Al-Basham.

QATAR
GCHR made two appeals and covered the cases of two
defenders. Dr. Najeeb Al-Nuaimi remains under an unjust
travel ban and the status of civic space and digital rights
are dramatically in decline. GCHR led efforts in preparing
extensive evidence of restrictions on civic space and digital
rights ahead of Qatar›s 2019 UPR, through two submissions
to the UN mechanism.
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SAUDI ARABIA
The authorities in Saudi Arabia continue to target women
and men HRDs despite various announcements related
to opening up civic space in the country, such as allowing
women to drive in June 2018 as part of the Vision 2030
economic plan. Starting in May 2018, Saudi Arabia launched
a wide-scale and extremely oppressive arrest campaign
of HRDs calling for women’s rights and legal equality of
women through abolishing the male guardianship system.
In particular, the Specialised Criminal Court (SCC) - set up in
2008 to address cases of terrorism and national security - is
used to prosecute HRDs. Since May 2018, at least 22 HRDs
have been arrested and subject to human rights violations
for their activism in Saudi Arabia. Of those, 16 remain in
prison, including Loujain Al-Hathloul, Aziza Al-Yousef,
Eman Al-Nafjan, Nouf Abdelaziz, Hatoon Al-Fassi, Samar
Badawi, Nassima Al-Sadah, Shadan Al-Enazi, Amal
Al-Harbi and Mohammed Al-Bajadi; along with many
other HRDs, some serving lengthy prison sentences of 10
to 15 years. In addition, GCHR protested the death penalty
suggested for WHRD Israa Al-Ghomgham, and the murder
of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Embassy in
Turkey. In 27 news updates, GCHR issued 19 appeals for 45
defenders and increased advocacy for the unconditional
and immediate release of arbitrarily detained HRDs in two
coordinated campaigns with partners.

SYRIA
HRDs and journalists are not only facing threats from
pursuing their activism and support for human rights in a
difficult situation rife with violence and instability, indeed
they are targets of violence in Syria. Armed parties in
Syria have engaged avidly in targeting HRDs and activists
resulting in the assassination of two defenders.
The Syrian government has introduced laws that further
stifle human rights to freedom of expression, thought,
opinion, and press. Meanwhile, many HRDs remain in
enforced disappearance including lawyer Khalil Matouk
and Razan Zaitouneh, Samira Khalil, Nazem Hamadi and
Wa’el Hamada. In 2018, GCHR released five news updates on
Syria which included three appeals concerning the cases of
five defenders.

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES
UAE continued a pattern of gross violations of human rights
through arbitrary detentions, targeting and ill-treatment
of imprisoned HRDs. Throughout 2018, prominent HRD
and GCHR Board member Ahmed Mansoor was held
incommunicado and then sentenced to ten years in prison
during a grossly unfair trial. GCHR and partners undertook
several campaigns to release him, as well as a mission to
try to find him; and UN and European officials called for his
release. Poor prison conditions were protested by Dr. Nasser
Bin Gaith through his lengthy hunger strike that continued
into 2019. Osama Al-Najjar and seven other detainees
remain in prison even though their prison sentences have
ended and their release is long overdue. In eight news
updates, GCHR publicised the cases of four defenders.

YEMEN
Intimidation and targeting of HRDs and journalists persist
by the different parties involved in the civil conflict in
Yemen. Although GCHR welcomed the news of Hisham
Al-Omeisy’s release in early 2018, Mwatana members have
been subjected to a travel ban and intimidation. President
of Mwatana, Radhya Al-Mutawakel, and Executive Director
Abdulrasheed Al-Faqih were prevented from travelling
in June. Moreover, the Military Intelligence Apparatus
in Hadramout arrested journalist Sabri Salmeen bin
Makhashin who immediately commenced a hunger strike.
GCHR had in 2018 16 news updates on Yemen about nine
defenders and issued eight appeals.
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COUNTRY REPORTS

BAHRAIN

Discussions have been ineffective and real consequential
actions are necessary. On 13 April 2018, GCHR published an
urgent action to release Al-Khawaja and Nabeel Rajab, its
two Founding Directors.

On 14 February 2018, GCHR
coordinated a joint action on the
7th anniversary of the peaceful
popular movement. A dozen
NGOs called on the international
community to help free HRDs in
Bahrain, some of whom are jailed
for life, and to stop the persecution
of journalists simply for
peacefully exercising their rights
to freedom of expression and assembly. On 05 February
2018, Khadija Al-Mousawi tweeted that she visited her
husband, prominent HRD Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja, who
has been targeted and abused in Jaw prison. He was taken
to hospital in shackles. Al-Khawaja shares the unfair life
sentence and ill-treatment in prison since 2011 with other
HRDs and activists, including blogger Dr Abduljalil AlSingace, who collectively make up the Bahrain 13. The NGOs
appealed to the UN mechanisms, the European Union, and
all governments with influence - in particular the United
States and the UK - to apply serious pressure on Bahrain to
release all detained HRDs; to protect freedom of expression,
assembly and association; and to end the systematic torture
and ill-treatment of detainees.

On 21 February 2018, Rajab was sentenced to five years
in prison for “disseminating false rumours in times of war,”
during a verdict that a trial observer called “unusual”, as
the lawyer was not allowed to speak during the brief
proceedings. Rajab was on trial at the High Criminal Court
of Bahrain for tweeting about the war in Yemen and poor
conditions in the notorious Jaw Prison. He was already
serving two years in prison in a separate case for media
interviews, and has been imprisoned since his arrest on
13 June 2016. Rajab is GCHR’s founding director, President
of the Bahrain Centre for Human Rights (BCHR) and FIDH
Deputy Secretary General.
Ahead of the hearing, a coalition of human rights
organisations including GCHR, the Observatory for the
Protection of Human Rights Defenders - a partnership of
FIDH and the World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT),
Front Line Defenders, English PEN, and BCHR mandated a
trial observation mission to Bahrain by a Barrister-at-Law in
Ireland. The Mission report findings assert that Rajab’s fiveyear prison sentence followed unfair trial proceedings. On
05 June 2018, the High Court of Appeal upheld the five-year
sentence against Rajab for tweeting about the war in Yemen
and torture in Jaw Prison.

On 04 April 2018, Bahrain refused entry to Lars Aslan
Rasmussen, a Danish Member of Parliament, and to Brian
Dooley from GCHR, claiming the two posed a “security risk.”
The two arrived in Bahrain around 2am local time in an
attempt to visit jailed HRD Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja, a Danish
citizen and founder of GCHR, who is also the founder and
former President of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights
(BCHR). He is serving a life sentence.

On 25 May 2018, GCHR publicised the poor prison conditions
of media workers and Rajab. Rajab was held in close, dirty
conditions with six other prisoners who are transgender.
Complaints about verbal abuse and poor treatment of the
transgender prisoners were disregarded. Rajab was also
deprived of books and writing materials. As well, doctors
recommended surgery for Rajab’s skin and health issues
which resulted from unhygienic conditions.

Al-Khawaja was arrested in April 2011, tortured, and given
a life sentence after an unfair military trial. Following their
denied entry to Bahrain, Dooley wrote a testimony of the
event at Bahrain airport: “The incident was generating
significant publicity about Al-Khawaja in Denmark, where
it soon became front page news in the dailies. International
news wires began to cover the story, replacing Bahrain’s soft
PR about the Formula One race with analysis of its horrific
human rights record. We spent over 24 hours in the airport,
giving media interviews and tweeting about Al-Khawaja
and other HRDs jailed in Bahrain, including Nabeel Rajab
and Naji Fateel. It seemed a decent way to mark the 50th
anniversary of the death of Martin Luther King. ...That night
Lars was a guest on Danish TV’s most popular chat show,
reminding the public that one of their own is a leading HRD
in prison in Bahrain, and that their government’s policy of
quiet diplomacy is failing to secure his release.”

On 13 August 2018, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary
Detention (WGAD) issued a strong statement on Rajab,
and GCHR, BCHR and FIDH worked to get support for a
joint action signed by 127 NGOs. For the second time since
2013, the WGAD issued an Opinion regarding the legality of
Rajab’s detention. The WGAD held that the detention was
not only arbitrary but also discriminatory, and requested the
Government of Bahrain to “release Mr. Rajab immediately
and accord him an enforceable right to compensation and
other reparations, in accordance with international law.”
Furthermore, in September, the new UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet, in her opening
speech at the UNHRC, shed light on Rajab’s case. Bachelet
said: “In Bahrain, a large number of cases of revocation of
citizenship has been reported to the Office. The legislation
underpinning such actions should be reviewed in line with
Bahrain’s obligations under international law. Reports of
possible exclusion of Bahraini citizens from the forthcoming
elections of the National Assembly are disturbing. All HRDs
who are currently arbitrarily detained should be released,
including Nabeel Rajab.”

On 05 April 2018, for Al-Khawaja’s 57th birthday, GCHR
with 13 organisations called for Al-Khawaja and all HRDs in
Bahrain to be released. The 14 NGOs highlighted the abuses
endured by Bahraini HRDs and also the responsibility of the
international community to help free them.
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Rajab’s trial took another cynical and unfair turn. On 31
December 2018, the Court of Cassation in Bahrain confirmed
its verdict in the appeal of the five-year prison sentence.
Ahead of his New Year’s Eve appeal, over 50 NGOs including
GCHR signed an open letter calling for Rajab to be released
immediately and unconditionally.

On 12 September 2018, the UN Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and UN SecretaryGeneral António Guterres published an annual report, which
details the intimidation and reprisals HRDs and activists face
worldwide for engaging with the UN.
The OHCHR annual report highlighted the grave concern
expressed by several UN actors about the “ongoing trend
of harassment and intimidation” against representatives
of Bahrain’s civil society who cooperate with the UN. This
includes “the sweeping imposition of travel bans on around
20 individuals and the arrest, detention, sexual assault
and torture and other forms of ill-treatment of targeted
individuals”, as well as “threats of physical violence, public
defamation and rape, to discourage them from speaking out
again”, because of their past engagement with the UNHRC.
The report expresses particular concern for family members
of Sayed Ahmed Al-Wadaei, Director of the London-based
Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD); and HRDs
Ebtesam Al-Alsaegh and Rajab.

On 20 February 2018, blogger Sayed Ali Al-Durazi was
arrested and subjected to ill treatment and consecutive
beating by interrogators and was forced to close all his social
media accounts including his Twitter account SIi71. Al-Durazi
covered the civil protests in Bahrain and was famous for
criticising the government and the monopoly of power by
the royal family. On 09 May 2018, Al-Durazi was accused
of using Twitter to post 200 tweets over five years that the
judge claimed were inciting hatred against the Bahrain
government, and insulting the king and royal family. AlDurazi was sentenced by the fifth lower criminal court to two
years in prison.
In March 2018, four men received harsh sentences related to
freedom of expression and assembly. On 27 March 2018, the
appeal court upheld the 10-year sentence of photographer
Sayed Ahmed Al-Mousawi. Al-Mousawi was first sentenced
to 10 years in prison and had his citizenship revoked on 23
November 2015. Although the Court of Cassation overturned
the ruling in early 2017, the case was sent for appeal and
the case continued while Al-Mousawi was kept in arbitrary
detention. Authorities arrested Al-Mousawi, along with
his brother Sayed Mohammed Al-Mousawi in 2014, and
falsely incriminated him for forming and participating in a
terror cell, accusing him of providing SIM cards to protesters
(labelled “terrorists”) and taking photos of anti-government
demonstrations. He and other witnesses denied that he had
anything to do with protests that turned unruly.

Ahead of the UNHRC’s 39th session in September, GCHR
published a short report documenting the different forms
of prosecution and coercion of HRDs in Bahrain. The report
illuminates that the vast majority of HRDs are in jail, in exile,
under travel ban, or enduring severe threats and intimidation
as a result of their peaceful work. Dozens have been abused
and tortured, or had their nationalities revoked and family
members arrested. International NGOs and journalists are
prevented from visiting Bahrain to document ongoing
human rights abuses, including the re-instatement of the
death penalty in 2018. The only independent newspaper
“Al-Wasat” has been closed, political societies have been
shut down, and protests have been violently suppressed.
Bahrain is an exemplary country for oppression and closing
of civic space. Ahead of elections in November 2018, the
government kept a tight grip on independent civil society,
closing opposition societies and jailing their leaders.

On 11 March 2018, an appeals court upheld prison
sentences of 15 and 25 years against journalist Mahmoud
Abdul-Ridha Al-Jazeeri and online activist Ali Al-Muraj
respectively, and also upheld the sentence revoking their
Bahraini nationalities. Previously, the higher criminal court of
Bahrain convicted Al-Jazeeri and Al-Muraj of being members
of terrorist cells. The trial was held during a group trial with
other defendants and was very short. The judge did not
allow the lawyer representing Al-Jazeeri and Al-Muraj to
speak.

The report says, “While other countries may be equally as
repressive today, such as Saudi Arabia or the United Arab
Emirates, the rapid decline in Bahrain in the past two years is
what sets it apart.” There has been no accountability for the
torture of HRDs in prison, nor the murder of people during
the 2011 protests and subsequent protests. Even named
perpetrators have escaped justice with impunity.
In November 2018, GCHR publicised Naji Fateel’s appeal to
human rights organisations to intervene urgently in order to
provide him with appropriate treatment in Jaw Prison, where
he is serving 25 years in combined sentences. In an audio
recording, Fateel says he has suffered from pain as a result
of mistreatment since his arbitrary detention on 02 May
2013. He said this was in retaliation for exercising his right
to freedom of expression and reporting on human rights
violations. On 12 November 2018, authorities at Jaw Prison
put Fateel in solitary confinement to punish him for the
recording, and he started a hunger strike immediately after.
He continued his hunger strike, even after he was transferred
back to a cell with other inmates on 15 November. His
hunger strike continued into February 2019 at great risk to
his health.

On 06 May 2018, “National Geographic” magazine
photographer Sayed Baqer Al-Kamel began his hearing
in the Court of Cassation, where the official charges were
presented of vandalism and protesting in 2016. Al-Kamel
was arrested on 27 April 2018 from Country Mall on Budaiya
Highway, by policemen wearing civilian clothes. The court
did not review the case and simply postponed it repeatedly.
On 01 November, the judge refused to oppose the sentence
but ruled to suspend implementation. Al-Kamel appealed
the verdict but no date has been set for the appeal session
yet.
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IRAN

In April 2018, GCHR reiterated calls for the immediate and
unconditional release of Atena Daemi, Golrokh Ebrahimi
Iraee, Arash Sadeghi and wrongfully imprisoned HRDs. The
sentence against Daemi penalises her human rights work,
and violates freedom of expression.

On 03 January 2018, GCHR joined
efforts appealing for freedom
for British-Iranian media worker
Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, held
in Evin prison since 03 April 2016.
The Iranian government appeared
to promise an early release from
prison, following advocacy by
the British government, leading
to hopes she would be freed in
December 2017. Protests sweeping Iran at the time threw
the country into turmoil, leading to a social media ban as
one of the authorities’ tactics to end the protests. Instagram
and Telegram were blocked as of 31 December, amid claims
by the authorities of “foreign interference.”

On 13 June 2018, prominent Iranian human rights lawyer
Nasrin Sotoudeh was taken from her home in Tehran.
She was charged with “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 was also jailed in retaliation to her
legal representation of women arrested in Iran for peacefully
protesting against the compulsory hijab, and for criticising
the judiciary. She was sentenced to five years in prison in a
quick trial.
Sotoudeh started a hunger strike on 25 August 2018 to
protest poor treatment of family and friends since her
arrest. Her hunger strike was publicised by her husband
Reza Khandan on Facebook. One of the motivations for
her decision to go on a hunger strike was the arrest of Dr.
Farhad Meysami, a doctor and HRD, who supported the
protests against forced hijab. On 26 August 2018, three new
charges were filed against Sotoudeh, namely: “urging a
referendum,” “assisting in the formation of house churches”
and “organising protest rallies.”

Most journalists and HRDs are detained in the infamous Evin
prison, where they are reportedly held in bad conditions and
subject to ill treatment.
On 19 February 2018, journalists and minority rights activists
Reza Entessari and Kasra Nouri were arrested while
covering a demonstration for Sufi minorities (Gonabadi
Dervishes). Many demonstrators were injured because of
excessive use of force by security services after five members
of the security forces were killed. A family member and
sect leader Farhad Nouri declared that his brother Kasra
was hit on the head and went into a coma while he was
in detention. Ayatollah Mohsen Araki, a member of Iran’s
Council of Experts, declared that “those who had a hand in
the death of security force members should be prosecuted
for murder.” In an interview with Fars News Agency he hinted
that some journalists may be held responsible for instigating
demonstrators against security members.

On 04 September 2018, Khandan was arrested. His lawyer,
Mohammad Moghimi, said in a Facebook post, “at Branch 7
of Evin Prosecutor’s Office, three accusations were directed
against him: assembly and collusion against national
security, propaganda against the system, and spreading
and promoting [the wearing] of no hijab in society. He was
informed that a bail amount of 700 million Iranian Toman
(USD$16,630) will be issued for him.” He rejected the bail, and
he is being held in Evin prison, the same prison as Sotoudeh.

Similarly, on 26 February 2018, journalist Reyhaneh
Tabatabaei was summoned to Branch 15 of the
Revolutionary Court, where Judge Abolqasem Salavati
accused her of “propaganda against the regime,” for her
reporting on protests. Later Tabatabaei tweeted that Judge
Salavati is notorious for harsh sentences against journalists.
The tweet read: “In 2012, around 20 journalists were arrested
for unsubstantiated charges. Each were kept in solitary
confinement for more than a month and finally, we were
summoned to court after a few years. This Monday, I will be
in the court for the third time for sedition and of course it is
going to be the second time with Judge Salawati...”

Sotoudeh has now been charged with receiving money
when she won the European Parliament’s Sakharov Prize
for Freedom of Thought in 2012, despite the fact that she
was in prison at the time and didn’t receive the award nor
the money. She has not been able to leave Iran since her
release from a previous prison sentence in 2016. Sotoudeh
has reportedly refused to appear in court on any of the
charges, because she has not been able to choose her own
lawyer. She also lodged a protest against the authorities for
preventing her from seeing her children for over two months
because she allegedly wears hijab “improperly”.
Once again, Sotoudeh raised the alarm about the wellbeing of her fellow HRDs in prison. According to human
rights lawyer Mohammad Moghimi, in a Facebook post on
03 December 2018, Sotoudeh published a letter from Evin
Prison saying Meysami’s life was in danger after four months
on hunger strike. Sotoudeh writes, “His crime is to protect
the girls of Enghelab [Revolution] Street and his charge is
encouraging corruption and prostitution. The charge was
allegedly due to the production and distribution of badges
stating “No to compulsory hijab,” which could lead to 10
years’ imprisonment.”

In reaction to this alarming clamp down, in March 2018
GCHR published an account of the Iranian authorities’
restrictions on journalists following coverage of violence
against protesters. GCHR denounced the fabrication of
charges against journalists to silence them, in particular
Tabatabaei. Also, GCHR expressed deep concerns for the
health conditions and wellbeing of Entessari and Nouri who
are at risk of ill-treatment in Evin prison.
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In a spot of good news, GCHR welcomed the news that
human rights lawyer Abdolfattah Soltani was released from
prison on 21 November 2018, after serving more than half
his 13-year prison sentence, as required by the law. Soltani,
a lawyer and founding member of the Defenders of Human
Rights Centre (DHRC), was sentenced on 13 June 2012 to 13

years in prison on various charges, including “propaganda
against the system” and “assembly and collusion against
national security”. He has undertaken repeated hunger
strikes to protest his prison conditions and his sentence,
which was handed down following an unfair trial.

IRAQ

In July 2018, GCHR urged Iraqi authorities to respect
citizens’ right to peaceful protest in the capital city Baghdad,
Basra and other cities in the central and southern regions.
These demonstrations broke out after the security forces
responded to a peaceful demonstration in the city of
Basra with live bullets, killing one person and wounding
three demonstrators. Demonstrators have protested the
spread of corruption in the state departments, the lack
of job opportunities for Iraqi youth, the continuous and
unavoidable electrical power cuts, in addition to the lack
of drinking water, and other poor services. For example, on
08 July 2018, hundreds of citizens from the Bahla area of
Al-Midaina’s northern district of Basra marched peacefully
until midday when the security forces tried to disperse the
protesters using live bullets, killing demonstrator Asaad AlMansori and wounding three other demonstrators seriously.

On 25 March 2018, security forces
began a systematic campaign
targeting journalists and media
for covering the popular protests
that started demanding payment
of salaries, improved services and
the elimination of corruption.
On 31 March 2018, the Metro
Center for Defending the Rights of
Journalists and GCHR denounced
the unprecedented attacks on journalists and media outlets
in the Kurdistan region of Iraq in March 2018 where dozens
of journalists have been arrested arbitrarily, others have
been severely beaten and their equipment confiscated,
while some media institutions were shut down. A number of
journalists were detained arbitrarily without judicial warrant,
in unknown locations for a period ranging between a few
hours to several days before their release.

The Iraqi government decided on 14 July 2018 to shut
down the Internet across the country’s central and southern
regions, including the capital Baghdad, in an attempt to stop
the spread of updated news related to ongoing protests.

Witnesses confirmed that some journalists were severely
beaten by members of the security forces who sought to
prevent journalists from covering the popular protests.
Journalists Aras Aziz and Mutalib Khoshawe both of whom
work for the Payam satellite channel, were arrested, as well
as the correspondent of the Speda TV channel, Akar Fares.
They were released later. A number of journalists were
assaulted and severely beaten, including the correspondent
of Speda in Duhok, Yaser Abdulrahman; the correspondent
of the Xendan TV channel, Dilshad Hemo; and the reporter
of the site Dawarozh, Hana Shwani, who was severely
beaten while being held arbitrarily in a security center in
Erbil before his release. In addition, Wrya Hama Karim,
correspondent of NRT TV channel, Dlbreen Sherwani
correspondent of Kurdsat News, journalist Bashar Osman
and journalist Sirwan Zebari were beaten after being
arbitrarily detained, before being released.

On 15 July 2018, four young men were killed. One of the
military vehicles trampled the demonstrator Ali Qasim,
while Ahmad Radi, Waleed Hameed, and Hussain Dakhil
were shot dead by gunmen belonging to one of the political
movements after a large demonstration gathered in front
of the building they occupied. It was reported that the
number of wounded demonstrators exceeded 70 people.
The demonstrators demanded the dismissal of the governor
and the directors of the public service departments, that
employment opportunities be provided for young people,
and proper accounting of corruption practises.

On 20 April 2018, Issa Al-Atwani, a reporter of NRT TV in
Babil Governorate in Iraq, was attacked by an unknown
group of people. After ramming his car, three individuals
hit him on his head and face with thick sticks. Al-Atwani
lost consciousness temporarily but was able to drive to the
Republican Hospital when he regained consciousness. He
sustained some fractures in his face, nose, and jaw. Al-Atwani
filed a complaint with the police. Al-Atwani has been an
active reporter of the NRT TV channel since its establishment
in April 2016. He focuses on issues that are related to the
concerns of the people. He covered in a news report that
candidates for the Iraqi elections - taking place in May - put
up posters and pictures in the municipality of Hillah without
official approval or in prohibited places. It is feared that the
attack was related to his reports.
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During a peaceful demonstration on 20 July 2018 in
Liberation Square in central Baghdad, a small group of
demonstrators tried to move towards the Green Zone where
the government headquarters are located. Riot police used
tear gas canisters in such a way as to cause numerous head
injuries to the small group and other demonstrators. They
also used water cannons to disperse the demonstration. As
of late July 2018, Iraqi authorities had used disproportionate
force against peaceful demonstrators resulting in at least
13 deaths, 269 injuries and 757 detentions. In many cities
across Iraq, the authorities used water cannons, tear gas and
on several occasions live ammunition to disperse peaceful
demonstrations.

On 03 September 2018, a demonstration started in the
centre of the city of Basra near the governorate building,
which was composed of hundreds of citizens demanding
the improvement of services, and further declaring
their rejection of the methods used to disperse peaceful
gatherings. Security forces used tear gas and bullets
to disperse them which led to the death of 20-year-old
demonstrator Yaser Makki was killed after being directly
hit by a bullet in the chest. Security forces imposed a curfew
on the city as of 04 September 2018. Nevertheless, the
influx of protesting citizens continued to the centre of the
city, protesting the violence against the protests and the
authorities’ failure to respond to their legitimate demands.

On 20 July 2018, journalist Ahmed Al-Shaibani received a
death threat by text message from an unknown number.
Around the same time, activists on social networking pages
circulated an official security services document that made
the false accusations against Al-Shaibani that his journalistic
and human rights activities amounted to “incitement to a
coup.”
The source of the text message has been not established,
despite information provided to security authorities. AlShibani covered the demonstrations in Basra, his city
Diwaniyah, and other cities in central and southern Iraq,
including Baghdad.

The Iraqi Ministry of Health announced on 05 September
2018 that the casualty toll during the popular
demonstrations in Basra alone had “reached 68 injured,
including 41 civilians and 27 members of the security forces,
with five dead demonstrators.” In the first two weeks of
protests across the country, over a dozen protestors were
killed, hundreds injured and over 750 arrested. Security
forces used tear gas and live bullets to disperse protesters.
Mohammad Khadim, a 20-year-old student in the
translation department at the University of Basra, lost his life,
after a member of the security forces targeted him directly
with a tear gas canister that exploded in his face.

In Basra, human rights lawyer Jabbar Mohammed Al-Karm
was assassinated by gunmen after offering to defend the
detainees. Demonstrations continued in the Governorates of
Basra, Karbala, Najaf, Muthanna, Maysan, Qadisiyyah, Thi Qar,
and Babil. Reports illuminated that some of the detainees
were only released on condition that they sign a pledge
not to demonstrate again. Journalists and bloggers also
received threats because of their professional coverage of
the demonstrations.

The security forces of the Ministry of the Interior, led by the
“Soqour” Intelligence Cell, carried out a series of arbitrary
arrests of a large number of peaceful demonstrators. On 13
September 2018, independent civil society activist Murtaza
Safi was arrested and in the early morning of 15 September
2018, independent civil society activist Waleed Al-Ansari
was arrested from his home. The number of detainees
reached 25 demonstrators, arrested after raids on their
homes that took place at night or in the early morning, while
others were detained during the demonstrations. On 18
September 2018, 13 protesters were released, including Safi
and Al-Ansari. Random arrests continued in September in
Basra of dozens of demonstrators.

On 25 July 2018, journalist Ahmad Abdulhusain was
dismissed from his work at the Iraqi Media Network (IMN)
by the head of the IMN who issued an administrative order
terminating Abdulhusain’s services as an editor-in-chief,
after he refused to sign a pledge not to criticise senior
government officials. IMN is a government holding company
that requested Abdulhusain to sign a pledge. “I will refrain
from signing this pledge because it is a violation of my
freedom and represents a repression of opinion,” Ahmad
wrote.

On 25 September 2018, Dr. Su’ad Al-Ali, the head of AlWeed Al-Alaiami for Human Rights, was assassinated in the
Al-Abbasiyah district in downtown Basra. A video of the
incident widely published on social networking sites showed
a person approaching her as she was getting into her car,
firing a bullet at the back of her head and pointing another
bullet at her driver Hussain Hassan, who was injured in
the shoulder. According to the NGO’s website, Al-Weed AlAlaiami for Human Rights focuses mainly on “women’s rights
and demands” as well as “children’s rights and many activities
for the revival of childhood.” Dr. Al-Ali had been a leader of
demonstrations that broke out in the governorate of Basra.

On 14 August 2018, a protest tent, erected by demonstrators
who live in Ezzedine Salim (formerly Al-Hawair) and
neighbouring areas, in front of the West Qurna 2 petrol
field in Basra was attacked by the security forces, who
burned the tent and beat the demonstrators with batons.
Three demonstrators were severely injured. Among the
injured was well-known activist Harith Al-Salmi, 33 years
old, who was taken to hospital where he died the next day.
The medical report obtained by GCHR said his death was
caused by a fractured skull. His death led to the outbreak of
large demonstrations in the area of his residence, Ezzedine
Salim, and other areas in Basra, while protests are ongoing
in various central and southern provinces, including in
Baghdad.
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KUWAIT

On 13 August 2018, human rights lawyer Abeer Al-Haddad
published a tweet stating her intention to sue the head of
the Central Apparatus for Illegal Residents’ Affairs, Saleh AlFadala, whom she said was working illegally. The Apparatus
was established under decree No. 467 issued in 2010 and AlFadala was appointed as the head of this government body
with the rank of Minister by Decree No. 468 issued in 2010.
The period of work of the Apparatus was determined to be
for five years; however, it was extended twice, but no decree
was issued. This prompted Al-Haddad, legal attorney to a
large number of Bedoon citizens, to sue Al-Fadala not only
due to the fact that he was working without legal status, but
also because she accused him of neglecting both his duties
and job functions.

Early in January 2018, local
newspapers announced that the
government of Kuwait had begun
drafting a new law governing
publishing on social networking
sites, including Twitter, which
will be applicable to all accounts
and websites as well as other
applications not covered by the
Electronic Media Law No. 8 of
2016. The bill contains proposed
paragraphs with vague terms that could be used to target
bloggers and Internet activists, such as the following text:
“It is prohibited to use Twitter as a means of annoyance or
aggression against others.”

Since she announced her intention to sue Al-Fadala, AlHaddad received a large number of threats from Al-Fadala’s
supporters demanding that she stop the legal case against
him, while at the same time defaming her using false
accounts. They accused her of looking for fame even though
she has been working on Bedoon issues for seven years.
Some threats questioned her patriotism and accusing her
of insulting the reputation of the country. On 02 October
2018, Al-Haddad proceeded to file a legal complaint against
Al-Fadala. Some observers say that this institution has
complicated the daily life of Kuwait’s Bedoon citizens. On 05
October 2018, her twitter account was hacked temporarily.

On 03 January 2018, HRD Sulaiman Bin Jassim started
a hunger strike to protest the unfair way in which the
authorities dealt with his trial, as well as to draw the
attention of the international community to his case.
Bin Jassim was among 67 people convicted of storming
the National Assembly in 2011 and handed down long
sentences. The Court of Appeal had sentenced 67 people to
prison, while the case was still before the courts.
However, the Court of Cassation’s Prosecutor said that the
verdict of the Court of Appeal was improperly imposed. On
28 January 2018, the Prosecutor submitted a memorandum
to the Court of Cassation, the highest court in the land,
calling the verdict null and void due to the denial of the right
of defence. This right is guaranteed by local law.

On 23 November 2018, Bedoon rights defender Khaled
Al-Anezi,dedicated his book “I’m Bedoon” to Al-Fadala
via a tweet. Al-Anezi has received a number of threats
since publishing his book online on 21 November 2018.
On 25 November 2018, the website hosting the book was
completely blocked (www.bidoon.org.) Al-Anezi describes
his book as “a psychological war story that I lived in the
dream of having a homeland and having rights like any other
person around the world.”

Then on 18 February 2018, the Court of Cassation ordered
the release of Bin Jassim and dozens of others pending the
verdict. But after several postponed hearings, on 08 July
2018, the Court of Cassation issued its judgement which
included prison sentences for two current deputies and six
former deputies, including opposition leader Musallam AlBarrak. Also, the Court refused to confirm the verdict against
34 defendants including Bin Jassim but they received fines,
while another 10 defendants were acquitted of all charges.
Among those sentenced to prison, 13 defendants received
three-and-a-half years in prison with labour and three others
were sentenced to two years in prison with labour. Bin
Jassim and 33 other defendants were ordered to pay a 1,000
KD fine (approx. USD$3,300) in addition to being ordered to
make a one-year commitment to maintain good conduct.
On 28 June 2018, the Kuwait Al-Huriah (Freedom) Society
was suddenly dissolved without justification, and one of its
members was imprisoned the following week. The Minister
of Social Affairs and Labour, who issued the decision, also
appointed a temporary board of directors in accordance
with the Non-Profit Clubs and Association Law No. 23 of
1962. On 02 July 2018, blogger Anwar Dashti, a member
of the Kuwait Al-Huriah Society, surrendered himself to the
Central Prison Administration in order to serve a six-month
prison sentence for a tweet he posted, despite the fact that
he apologised for what he wrote in subsequent tweets.
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OMAN

On 08 April 2018, the ISS arrested Internet activist Yousif
Sultan Al-Arimi for writing on social media. After the ISS
summoned Al-Arimi for interrogation, he was detained at
the Special Division of the Omani Police General Command
in Muscat, but he had no access to his family or a lawyer. He
shut down his Twitter account on the very same day of the
summons.

In January 2018, Sultan Qaboos
bin Said signed Royal Decree No.
7/2018 of the new Penal Code.
The Decree was published in the
Official Gazette and came into
effect on 15 January. The new
Penal Code has several vaguelydefined articles that could easily
be used by the Internal Security Service (ISS), known for
its history of human rights violations, to target HRDs and
Internet activists, and to suffocate public freedoms.

The Omani Coalition for Human Rights mourned the death
of detained internet activist Hassan Al-Basham on 28 April
2018. Al-Basham’s death happened while he was serving a
three-year sentence in Samail Central Prison after a sharp
drop in his blood sugar level. He remained on the ground for
an unknown period without receiving any kind of first aid.
On 08 February 2016, the Court of First Instance in Sohar had
sentenced Al-Basham to three years in prison on charges
of “the use of the Internet in what might be prejudicial to
religious values.” He was also convicted of “insulting the
Sultan” and fined 500 Omani Rials (US$ 300).

In yet another episode of criminalising freedom of thought,
expression and opinion, Omani authorities confiscated
over 20 number of books during the Muscat International
Book Fair held from 21 February 2018 to 03 March 2018.
The authorities gave no reason and did not declare who
was behind the arbitrary decision. Among the confiscated
books were four books by writer Saeed Al Hashimi, “Song
of Shadow”, “Yasmin on absence”, “The Omani Spring”, and
“Oman: human & power”. Also confiscated were “Who
Does not Like Gamal Abdulnasser” by writer Suleiman AlMaamari, “A Woman Who Laughs not her Time” by writer
Nabhan Al-Hanashi, “The Turban of the Military” by writer
Hamoud Saud, “Khattab between the gloominess of the
grave” by writer Mohammed Al-Fazari, and “The Gulf in the
Time of Cholera” by writer Zaher Al-Mahrouqi. The book
“Samahani” by Abdulaziz Baraka, a writer from Sudan, was
also banned. He called upon the authorities in Oman not to
confiscate his book, saying: “Do not imprison the words.”

Several Internet activists were detained surrounding
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s visit to Oman
in the last week of October, after expressing support for
Palestinians. Sultan Al-Maktoumi, who writes for “Al-Raya”
newspaper and the magazine “Al-Shabab Al-Toufahim”,
was arrested on 23 October 2018. He was summoned by
the Special Division of Sohar Police Headquarters, which
represents the executive arm of the ISS.
Al-Matkoumi’s articles called for reform, peaceful change and
democracy, as well as expressing solidarity with Palestinians
whose civil and humanitarian rights have been restricted by
the Israeli government. He was released on 07 November
2018.

“The subject of the withdrawal and prevention of books anywhere in the world - shows that a traditional mentality
still manages things; in the age of technology and open
space, no book can be confiscated,” said writer Zaher AlMahrouqi in an article published on 03 March 2018.

In a separate case, on 27 October 2018, Internet activist
Salem Al-Arimi was arrested by the Special Division of the
Omani Police Headquarters in Muscat after they summoned
him because of his writings, which also called for reform.

On 02 April 2018, the Muscat appeals court upheld a threeyear sentence against writer and online activist Abdullah
Habib, with only six months to be served in prison. The
Omani Coalition for Human Rights called for his immediate
and unconditional release. On 13 June 2018, Habib was
released from the shelter center at Samail Central Prison
after he was included in the amnesty issued by Omani
ruler Sultan Qaboos on the occasion of the Eid Al-Fitr that
followed the end of the holy month of Ramadan.

On 07 November 2018, Internet activist Uday Al-Omairi
was arrested for his social media posts, in which he declared
his support for the Palestinian people and his rejection of
normalisation. All activists were prevented by the ISS from
communicating with their families or with a lawyer, and
were arbitrarily detained without a warrant. Other arrests
have taken place but families are not keen to disclose any
information fearing retaliation by the ISS.
On 06 December 2018, Hatem Al-Maliki, a well-known
activist, was summoned by the Special Division of the Omani
Police Command in Sohar State. He was arbitrarily detained
upon his arrival and held incommunicado without any
access to his family or a lawyer. Al-Maliki was arrested for
posts on Facebook and Twitter criticising Netanyahu’s visit
and rejecting normalisation, as well as for his support for the
Palestinian cause.
On 10 December, International Human Rights Day, GCHR and
the Omani Human Rights Association (OHRA) called for an
end to the arbitrary arrests of online activists, in violation of
their right to freedom of expression.
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QATAR

On 06 October 2018, GCHR made a second joint submission
with ADHRB and Access Now for Qatar’s 2019 UPR concerned
with the legal and political restrictions imposed by the
government on digital rights. The report appealed to Qatar
to observe its commitment to international human rights
law and implement recommendations received in 2014 in
the 2nd UPR cycle concerning guarantees and protection
of free expression, free press, and the right to privacy.
Although the Qatari government ultimately made efforts to
meet some important 2nd cycle recommendations in the
ensuing four years, such as releasing the poet Mohmmed
Al-Ajami, a prisoner of conscience – a recommendation that
was originally rejected by Qatar – it has failed to make the
majority of necessary reforms to guarantee free expression,
including on the internet. Qatari authorities have continued
to restrict these fundamental freedoms and infringe on the
right to privacy.

CIVICUS and GCHR made a
joint submission for Qatar’s
UN UPR to the 33rd session of
the UPR Working Group on 04
October 2018. In this submission,
report on and examine Qatar’s
compliance with its international
human rights obligations to
create and maintain a safe and
enabling environment for civil society. Specifically, GCHR
and CIVICUS analysed Qatar’s fulfilment of the rights
to the freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and
expression, and unwarranted restrictions on HRDs, since
its previous UPR examination. During the 2nd UPR cycle in
2014, Qatar received 31 recommendations in regards to its
civic space such as recommendations to ratify international
human rights protocols. Only 24 of 31 recommendations
were accepted. The remaining seven were noted such as
“release[ing] all prisoners of conscience, including the
poet Mohamed Al-Ajami, and to respect the rights of all
individuals to freedom of expression.” As a result, civic space
in Qatar is currently rated as ‘repressed’ by the CIVICUS
Monitor, indicating the existence of heavy constraints on
civil society’s fundamental rights.

On 28 April 2018, prominent human rights lawyer Dr. Najeeb
Al-Nuaimi complained about the travel ban imposed on
him. Al-Nuaimi’s statement read: “In order to obstruct me
and cause an altercation, the Attorney General of Qatar
issued a decree preventing me from leaving the country and
then made a malicious complaint against me. ... I resorted to
the judiciary, which was fair with me by acquitting me of the
charges of slander made by the Attorney General, and the
Court of Appeal issued a decision to cancel the travel ban
issued against me.”

The submission evaluates legal sources and human rights
documentation which demonstrate that Qatar has not
implemented 13 recommendations relating to civic space,
and has partially implemented one. While the government
has made significant strides in signing international human
rights treaties, such as those related to civil, political,
economic, social and cultural rights, these have been done
with reservations that limit their application. Further, Qatar
has persistently failed to address unwarranted restrictions
of civic space since its last UPR examination and acute
implementation gaps were found with regard to the rights
to the freedoms of peaceful assembly and expression, and
the treatment of HRDs. Such restrictions include a travel ban
on human rights lawyer Dr. Najeeb Al-Nuaimi.
There are also concerns surrounding the continued hurdles
put in place for NGOs to register under Law No. 12 of 2004,
which gives the Minister of Civil Service Affairs and Housing
undue powers to dissolve associations. CIVICUS and GCHR
note with concern the absence of any independent media
outlets in Qatar and the continued restrictions faced by local
and foreign journalists seeking to work in Qatar.
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SAUDI ARABIA

engage in defending women’s rights; and abolish the male
guardianship system.
In May 2018, Saudi Arabia started its most repressive
crackdown of women’s rights activists. Several well-known
women’s rights defenders were arrested, including Eman AlNafjan and Loujain Al-Hathloul. Al-Hathloul is a Saudi
women’s rights activist and a social media figure who also
was involved in the women driving campaign and was
detained on 01 December 2014 for 75 days and again in June
2017. Shortly after her return from attending a UN CEDAW
review session of Saudi Arabia, Al-Hathloul was arrested by
Emirati authorities in Abu Dhabi and brought by the Saudi
authorities to Riyadh in early March 2018 for interrogation.
She was released after three days and placed under travel
ban until her arrest from her home on 15 May. Al-Hathloul
was held incommunicado and had no access to her family or
a lawyer for months.

Authorities in Saudi Arabia
continue to target HRDs despite
various promises to open up civic
space. The Specialised Criminal
Court (SCC) - set up in 2008
to address cases of terrorism
and national security – was
particularly used to prosecute
HRDs. Mohammed Abdullah
Al-Otaibi and Abdullah Madhi
Al-Attawi were sentenced to long prison sentences under
the instruction of senior officials. On 25 January 2018, the
SCC sentenced Al-Otaibi to 14 years in prison and AlAttawi to seven years. The two HRDs were charged, among
other things, with setting up a human rights organisation
(the Union for Human Rights) and announcing it, prior
to obtaining an official permit; preparing, signing and
publishing petition online, which harms the reputation
of the Kingdom and its justice and security institutions;
publishing information about their interrogation despite
signing pledges not to do so; spreading chaos and inciting
public opinion; re-tweeting a tweet by a member of the Civil
and Political Rights Association in Saudi Arabia (ACPRA), Issa
Al-Hamed, who is currently in prison.

WHRDs arrested in this campaign have been targets of
harassment and interrogation since 2013. Al-Nafjan is a
professor of linguistics, author and a blogger who is the
author of the Saudiwoman’s Weblog, a blog focused on Saudi
society, culture, women’s rights and human rights in general.
She was heavily involved in the women driving campaign
and protested the driving ban even publicly driving in
Riyadh in 2013. Among the others arrested were Aziza
Al-Yousef, a retired lecturer and a prominent campaigner
for the right to drive, who too drove in Riyadh in 2013.
In addition to, Dr. Ibrahim Al-Modaimeegh, a Harvardgraduate lawyer who supported women’s rights defenders
and other HRDs in legal representation; Mohammad AlRabea, a writer, and a youth cultural activist, and Abdulaziz
Al-Mesha’al, a businessman and philanthropist who was
listed as a board member in the application for an NGO to
protect women survivors of violence, that is still in progress.
Al-Modaimeegh and Al-Mesha’al were released as of January
2019. Mohammed Al-Bajadi, a founding member of ACPRA,
was arrested in Buraidah on 24 May 2018.

In the last week of January, Noha Al-Balawi, active in
supporting civil and political rights for women, was arrested.
Al-Balawi was very vocal online, her most prominent
contribution being a YouTube video from 7 November 2017
showing support for the driving campaign for women, and
solidarity with prisoners of conscience in Saudi Arabia. On
05 February 2018, Al-Balawi’s detention was extended for
another month, but then she was released.
In February, two HRDs received harsh sentences for tweeting.
On 27 February 2018, Essam Koshak was sentenced by the
SCC to four years in prison followed by another four years of
travel ban upon his release. Similarly, on 28 February, Issa
Al-Nukhaifi was sentenced by the SCC to six years in prison
followed by another six years of travel ban upon his release.
Al-Nukhaifi is a community social activist who protested the
government’s policy of displacing families from the SaudiYemeni borders for security measures without adequate
compensation.

This arrest campaign was accompanied with systemic
smearing and negative branding of Saudi women’s rights
activists and defenders as ‘traitors’ and ‘agents for foreign
countries’. GCHR did not intend to reveal the names of the
other HRDs but state media published their names in a
rare move, and an eerily unusual display. Other detainees
included Dr. Aisha Al-Manae, Dr. Hessa Al-Sheikh, Madeha
Al-Ajroush, and Wala’a Al-Shubba, who were released
later in May after only a week in detention. Some of these
WHRDs took part in the first women’s protest movement for
the right to drive in 1990, in which 47 women were arrested
for driving and lost their passports and their jobs; all are
academics and professionals who supported women’s rights
and women’s survivors of violence.

In March 2018, GCHR appealed to the UNHRC to suspend
Saudi Arabia from the HRC. The international human rights
movement was very disappointed to see Saudi Arabia
regain its seat, because it has been leading a coalition that
waged war against Yemen since March 2015 which has killed
thousands of civilians, including many children. Saudi Arabia
is included in the 2017 international “list of shame” for killing
children in Yemen after it used pressure to remove itself from
the same list in 2016. Saudi Arabia will hold its seat until the
end of 2019 without facing any accountability. In March,
GCHR, FIDH and ALQST also released their submission to the
69th Session of CEDAW. The report highlighted that there
has been insufficient progress on women’s rights in Saudi
Arabia. The submission made various recommendations
to end the repression of WHRDs; guarantee an open
environment that is favourable to those wishing to

Then on 06 June 2018, journalist and WHRD Nouf Abdulaziz
was arrested after a raid on her home, and taken to an
unknown location and held incommunicado. Abdulaziz
writes for many publications and was a newspaper editor
and a television producer. Following Abdulaziz’s arrest,
WHRD Miyya Al-Zahrani published a letter from Abdulaziz,
who prepared something for publication in case she was
arrested. Al-Zahrani was then arrested herself on 09 June
2018, for publishing the letter.
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The Saudi authorities announced that some of the detained
HRDs were charged with: “organising for trespassing the
country’s religious and national foundations, suspicious
communication with foreign entities recruiting people
working in government positions, funding hostile groups
abroad to undermine Saudi national security, stability,
social peace and to destroy the social cohesion.” These
charges are considered treasonous. It is unclear which
foreign entities the rights defenders are being accused of
being in touch with, but a related hashtag describing them
as “Embassies’ Clients” has been circulated on Twitter. The
arrests are shocking on two fronts – that those arrested are
being named publicly2, and that they happened just six
weeks before the ban on women driving in Saudi Arabia3
was scheduled to be lifted in June. A Royal decree was
issued in 2017 announcing that women would be allowed
to drive in 2018, offering the illusion that Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman was a progressive. However,
following the announcement, women’s rights activists were
specifically warned by the royal court to remain silent and
told not to give media interviews or post on social media.

She has long been advocating for the right of women to
participate in municipal elections and to drive, and was one
of the first women to drive on the day the ban was lifted.
Women were officially allowed to drive as of 24 June 2018,
and tens of thousands have applied for licenses, with the first
licenses being issued the week before.
On 30 July 2018 security forces arrested two WHRDs,
Samar Badawi and Nassima Al-Sadah, as well as Amal
Al-Harbi, the wife of prominent activist Fowzan Al-Harbi,
who was arrested by State Security on 30 July 2018 while
at the seaside with her children in Jeddah and taken to
an unknown location. Badawi and Al-Sadah were held
incommunicado following their arrest and were not given
proper access to their families nor allowed to talk to their
lawyers.
After Canada protested the arrests of Badawi and Al-Sadah,
among other Saudi WHRDs, a serious diplomatic row
between Saudi Arabia and Canada ensued. Badawi’s sisterin-law Ensaf Haider, who lives in Canada, is married to Raif
Badawi, currently serving a ten-year prison sentence in
Saudi Arabia; and the case has received a lot of attention in
Canada.

The continued arrests were sustained despite international
condemnation, such as a European Parliament resolution
issued on 31 May 2018 which “Condemns the ongoing
repression of HRDs, including women’s rights defenders, in
Saudi Arabia, which undermines the credibility of the reform
process in the country; calls on the Government of Saudi
Arabia to immediately and unconditionally release all HRDs
and other prisoners of conscience detained and sentenced
for merely exercising their right to freedom of expression
and their peaceful human rights work;” and “denounces the
continued, systemic discrimination against women and girls
in Saudi Arabia.”

At least 16 of those detained in the crackdown in 2018
on women’s rights defenders remain in prison, including
men and women. They include Loujain al-Hathloul, Aziza
al-Yousef, Eman al-Nafjan, Nouf Abdelaziz, Hatoon al-Fassi,
Samar Badawi, Nassima al-Sadah, Shadan Al-Enazi, Amal AlHarbi, and Mohammed Al-Bajadi. The other detainees are not
being named because their families did not want publicity,
reports the Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR).
In a different human rights concern, HRD Khalid Al-Omair
was detained after filing a complaint against intelligence
officer who tortured him. On 05 July 2018, Al-Omair went
to the General Directorate of Investigation to follow up the
complaint who asked him to leave pending investigation
of his complaint. On the following day, a group of agents
of the General Directorate of Investigation asked him to go
with them to Al-Ha’ir Political Prison to meet with a special
committee, which they said was formed to look into his
complaint, but which apparently was formed to interrogate
him only. He has been not contactable since entering prison.
GCHR was only able to report on his arrest on 09 July 2018.

On 06 June 2016, GCHR with 34 organisations called for
the release of W/HRDs detained for their women’s rights
activism. They called on the authorities to immediately
reveal their whereabouts, allow them access to their
families and lawyers of their choice, hold investigations in
a transparent manner, and adhere to fair trial international
legal standards. “We are particularly alarmed that some
of those arrested could be sentenced to prison for their
peaceful and legitimate human rights work, including their
decades-long campaigning to lift the driving ban – ironically
barely a month before the authorities are set to finally lift it
and enable women in the country to drive legally,” said the
groups.

On 22 August 2018, WHRD Israa Al-Ghomgham was taken
to trial on charges related to peaceful protests in Al-Qatif.
The prosecution asked the court to sentence her to death
by beheading and the SCC postponed the hearing to 28
October 2018. Internet reports circulated on 20 August
2018 purporting to show a video of Al-Ghomgham
being beheaded already but her twitter account (@
IsraaAlGhomgham) stated that the reports were false and
the video turned out to be three years old. She remains in
the General Intelligence Prison in Al-Dammam where she has
been kept since her arrest on 06 December 2015. Alarmingly,
Al-Ghomgham was not brought to court for the second
hearing on 28 October or the third hearing on 21 November
2018.

On 27 June 2018, nine UN experts again called on Saudi
Arabia to urgently release all those arrested in the
nationwide crackdown. Earlier in June, UN experts had
previously voiced calls for the release of all HRDs arrested in
the crackdown.
Despite strong calls from the international community to
halt the arrest campaign, authorities continued to resist. On
27 June 2018, Hatoon Al-Fassi, a writer, scholar and leading
women’s rights defender, was arrested after being on a travel
ban since 19 June 2018. Al-Fassi is an associate professor of
women’s history at King Saud University and the author of
“Women in Pre-Islamic Arabia: Nabataea”.
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The reason for her absence is unknown and is particularly
worrying when three out of five others being tried in the
same case were brought to court for the mass trial. Her
husband, activist Mousa Al-Hashim, is one of the other
defendants.

GCHR has repeatedly raised the alarmed about the situation
of HRDs in Saudi Arabia, and in particular WHRDs, who are
alone fighting a long-standing battle with no back-up or
support. The lack of support for detained WHRDs in Saudi
Arabia will not only affect the activists’ spaces but also all
women’s spaces and their rights situation in general in the
kingdom. Therefore, GCHR will continue to raise the situation
of detained Saudi WHRDs as one of the main concerns and
an epidemic plight in the region.

After the hearing on 13 January 2019 was cancelled, the
Public Prosecutor dropped his call for the death penalty by
beheading for Al-Ghomgham, however, her husband and
three others in the case still face death if they are convicted.
It is likely that international pressure, including from 18 UN
mechanisms, led to Saudi authorities dropping the death
penalty, which is rare for women, although she still faces
a lengthy prison sentence. Saudi Arabia also announced it
would restructure the court.

For Saudi Arabia’s UPR pre-session in November, GCHR
issued a report on the status of WHRDs in Saudi Arabia.
During the last UPR cycle, the situation of HRDs in Saudi has
deteriorated, and WHRDs are particularly at imminent risk
from their own state’s authorities. At least 30% of the total
WHRDs cases documented by GCHR in the previous year
were from Saudi Arabia, affected by violations perpetrated
by government institutions and discriminatory legal
instruments. This statement intends to highlight the state’s
failure to promote, enhance and protect the basic rights of
women and the attempts of the state to break down the
WHRDs’ and feminist movements in the country. The report
presented background on the overall situation of W/HRDs
in Saudi Arabia and particularly our concerns following
the arrests of prominent WHRDs and activists since the
beginning of 2018, despite international commitments as
well as the government’s unwillingness to comply and fulfil
its commitment and obligations under CEDAW, restrictions
on the freedom of association and assembly and continuous
targeting of W/HRDs and activists for practicing their
freedom of expression and demanding their fundamental
rights. GCHR reported that Saudi Arabia often violates its UN
Convention Against Torture obligations by subjecting HRDs
in detention to ill treatment.

On 25 September 2018, ALQST for Human Rights in Saudi
Arabia, English PEN, GCHR, Index on Censorship, PEN
International, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) called on
the authorities in Saudi Arabia to release Yemeni writer and
online activist Marwan Al-Muraisy, who was subjected
to enforced disappearance since June. On 01 June 2018,
security forces arrested Al-Muraisy from his home and
transferred him to an unknown location. To date, Al-Muraisy’s
family have been denied information about the charges
against him, the location where he is being held and are
unable to visit him. Al-Muraisy was still in detention as of
February 2019.
In September, GCHR released a report entitled: “The Vision
2030 Saudi Arabia Reform Plan: WHRDs in Saudi Arabia
cease to exist”. The report says, “The guardianship system is
one of the main discriminatory tools used in Saudi Arabia
to box in women within the legal framework of a system of
male superiority and decision-making on women’s behalf.”
It asserts that, “Despite promises of reform made in the
ambitious Vision 2030 plan…..The decision to allow women
to drive was not based on justice but on economics, hence
the warnings sent to WHRDs and activists to keep quiet
about women’s rights and just celebrate the granting of the
right to drive.” By documenting cases of WHRDs in Saudi
Arabia since 2011, GCHR found that 30 out of 100 of the
WHRDs’ cases from the wider MENA region were of Saudi
women. This makes Saudi Arabia one of the top countries
in the Gulf targeting women’s rights defenders. Many more
cases are left undocumented due to the closed civic space
and the multi-layered patriarchal system that normalised
the inequality and made gender-based discrimination
permissible.
Women who dared to defy the norms, and stand up for
their rights are often subjected to various types of threats
and targeting not only for their human rights activities but
because of their fundamental identities as women. Saudi
Arabia is the fifth country on top of the list of the world’s
most dangerous country for women. Despite promises of
reform made in the ambitious Vision 2030 plan, which has a
stated ambition for Saudi Arabia to be “the heart of the Arab
and Islamic worlds, the investment powerhouse, and the hub
connecting three continents.”
The decision to allow women to drive was not based on
justice but on economics, hence the warnings sent to WHRDs
and activists to keep quiet about women’s rights and just
celebrate the granting of the right to drive.

On 01 October, 2018, GCHR covered the show trial of
prominent economist Essam Al-Zamel, an entrepreneur
known for his writing about the need for economic reform.
The SCC held a secret session on 01 October 2018 during
which the Public Prosecution charged Al-Zamel under the
Anti-terror Law and the Anti Cyber Crime Law, demanding
what it called “severe penalties” against him. The charges
include allegations that he is a member of a terrorist
organisation (the Muslim Brotherhood), “inciting and sowing
sedition in society,” and inciting protests against Saudi’s
rulers. Al-Zamel has criticised Crown Prince Mohammed Bin
Salman’s economic plan (Vision 2030), including plans for
the national oil company, on social media, where he had a
large following of almost 1 million followers. He was charged
with violating the Anti Cyber Crime Law by “mobilising his
followers on social media,” according to Saudi newspaper “AlRiyadh”, as well as communicating with Qatar.
On 02 October 2018, Saudi journalist Jamal Ahmad
Khashoggi went to the Consulate in Istanbul, but never
came out. Turkish officials soon claimed there was evidence
that he was murdered in the Consulate, but Saudi officials
did not admit he had been murdered until more than two
weeks later. Khashoggi criticised the arrests of HRDs and the
reform plans of the Crown Prince, and was living in selfimposed exile in the US.
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The murder of Khashoggi in the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul
is only one of many gross and systematic violations
committed by the Saudi authorities inside and outside
the country. On 26 October 2018, GCHR initiated a joint
appeal with 178 organisations calling on the international
community, including the UN, multilateral and regional
institutions as well as democratic governments, to take
immediate steps to hold Saudi Arabia accountable for
grave human rights violations. Saudi Arabia has never had
a reputation for tolerance and respect for human rights,
but there were hopes that as Crown Prince Mohammed Bin
Salman rolled out Vision 2030, and finally allowed women to
drive, there would be a loosening of restrictions on women’s
rights, and freedom of expression and assembly. However,
prior to the driving ban being lifted in June, WHRDs received
phone calls warning them to remain silent.

They called on the Saudi authorities to take eight specific
measures in order to improve the human rights situation in
the country and in countries where they exercise influence.
The eight measures pertain Saudi Arabia’s commitment
to: freedom of expression, association and assembly;
international standards in the administration of justice;
ending the use of torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading
treatment; advancing women’s rights; abolishing the
death penalty; ensuring the protection of human rights
and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism;
promoting a culture of respect to human rights, including by
promoting the rights of cultural diversity; and with respect to
the conflict in Yemen.
On 18 December 2018, Dr. Mohammed Fahad Al-Qahtani
was arbitrarily placed in solitary confinement in Al-Ha’ir
criminal prison in Riyadh, where he is serving a 10-year
sentence for his human rights activities, including cofounding the ACPRA. He was returned to the general prison
population the next day following protests. In November, Dr.
Al-Qahtani was awarded the 2018 Right Livelihood Award
along with Dr. Abdullah Al-Hamid, another ACPRA cofounder, and human rights lawyer Waleed Abu Al-Khair,
who are also in prison. ACPRA’s goal was to report on human
rights violations, and help families of detainees held without
charge or trial to bring cases against the Ministry of Interior
before an administrative court.

On 14 November 2018, Women’s March Global and Coalition
partners including GCHR4 launched the “Campaign to End
Arms Sales to Saudi Arabia”. This campaign aimed to end
arms sales to Saudi Arabia and secure the immediate release
of Saudi HRDs. Eight countries stopped sending arms to
Saudi Arabia, which was leading the coalition bombing of
Yemen.
On International Human Rights Day, 10 December 2018,
ALQST hosted a conference to assess the state of human
rights in Saudi Arabia. Representatives from Amnesty
International, European Saudi Organization for Human
Rights (ESOHR), GCHR, Human Rights Watch, FIDH, MENA
Rights Group and Reporters Without Borders (RSF) all
took part. Moreover, Saudi Arabian academic and GCHR
advisory board member, Dr. Al-Dosari and a representative
of the UK-based Campaign Against Arms Trade (CAAT) also
contributed.

In general, detainees are usually reported as anonymous.
Being the only country in the world to ban women from driving.
4
GCHR, ISHR and ADHRB.
2
3
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Al-Saleem has worked effectively carrying out peaceful
human rights activities in Kafr Nabl, and had been calling for
the release of detainees and abductees. The day before his
arrest, he participated in demonstrations in Kafr Nabl calling
for the release of citizens of the city of Sweida, who were
kidnapped by Da’esh.

SYRIA
On 15 May 2018, Syria enacted
an Anti-Cybercrime Law that
threatens the already fragile space
for online expression even more
becoming the second country in
the Middle East to establish public
prosecution for cybercrimes after
the UAE. Other countries in the
region also have cybercrime laws
and cybercrimes units among
the police, but only Syria and the UAE have implemented
training and procedures within the judiciary.
This is a particularly alarming sign for the future status
of human rights and conditions in which human rights
activities will be implemented in the region.

On 24 November 2018, GCHR mourned the death of HRD
Raed Fares and media activist Hamoud Jneed who were
shot dead on 23 November by unknown assailants wielding
machine guns in Kafranbel, in a rebel-held area near Idlib,
northwestern Syria. Fares, who founded the Kafranbel Media
Centre, was well-known for his peaceful protests against
the war, and for his popular “Radio Fresh” broadcasts. The
murder was premeditated because the assassins waited
in a van outside the office the two men shared and then
followed them before murdering them in their car. Fares
was a popular local protest leader who campaigned for
education, democracy, the rights of women and children and
an end to the carnage of the war. Fares, 46 years old, leaves
behind three sons. His colleagues reported that he had
been receiving threats from local extremist armed groups.
In Kafranbel, over 2000 people reportedly attended their
funeral.

On 02 September 2018, an armed group arrested civil society
activist and independent journalist Marwan Al-Hamid in
the town of Kafr Nabl in Idlib governorate and transferred
him to Al-Eqab prison. Al-Hamid, who comes from the town
of Kafar Roma, west of the town of Ma’arat Al-Nu’man in the
countryside of Idlib, has worked as a journalist in various
media institutions since 2011. He has also worked on several
projects carried out by humanitarian organisations in Idlib.
More than two weeks after Al-Hamid’s arrest, there was no
accurate information about the reason for his arrest.
In the early hours of the morning of 22 September 2018,
an armed group stormed the home of human rights lawyer
Yasser Al-Saleem in Kafr Nabl, located in Idlib governorate
in Syria, and arrested him with activist Abdelhamid AlBayoush, who was visiting him. They were taken to Al-Eqab
prison in the Jabal Al-Zawiya area, located about 40km
south-west of Idlib city, but the reason for the arrests was not
made public.

The date of 09 December 2018 marked five years since
the kidnapping of HRDs Razan Zaitouneh, Samira
Khalil, Nazem Hamadi and Wa’el Hamada from the
Violations Documentation Centre office. GCHR and 17
partner organisations issued a statement calling on the
UN, international and regional actors, and all parties to the
Syrian conflict to actively facilitate an investigation into what
happened to the four HRDs. They are among many Syrians
who have been kidnapped, jailed, murdered or exiled for
their peaceful human rights activities. We ask all friends and
supporters to help remember Zaitouneh and her colleagues
by sharing her work - http://www.razanwzaitouneh.com/.

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

A mission5 mandated by GCHR, the Martin Ennals
Foundation, Front Line Defenders, the ISHR and the
Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders,
a partnership of FIDH and OMCT, illustrated the difficulty
of verifying the conditions of the detention and trial of
Mansoor. During the Mission’s visit in February 2018 to Abu
Dhabi, two Irish lawyers approached the Ministry of the
Interior headquarters, which is the authority controlling
and running prisons. The Ministry referred the lawyers to
the police, who are not responsible for prisons. The police
then advised them to approach the Al-Wathba prison,
which they did, only to be told Mansoor was not being held
there. The inability of the responsible authority to provide
any information on Mansoor was alarming given that he
had been detained for almost a year at the time of the
inquiry. The mission report concluded: “Given the widely
documented use of torture and solitary confinement by UAE
authorities, and the lack of any independent information
regarding Mansoor, there are grave and solidly founded
fears for his safety. His place of detention remains unknown,
although it is believed that he is being held in a prison
that belongs to the State Security Apparatus. There is no
information on how he is being treated, or whether he is in
solitary confinement.”

A large focus of GCHR’s work in the
UAE in 2018 was on distinguished
HRD Ahmed Mansoor, a member
of GCHR’s Advisory Board and
winner of the 2015 Martin
Ennals Award, who was arrested
on 20 March 2017 and whose
whereabouts were unclear in
early 2018. On 26 February 2018,
lawyers from Ireland approached
the Ministry of the Interior in the UAE to try to gain access to
Mansoor. Given the widely documented use of torture and
solitary confinement by UAE authorities, and the lack of any
independent information regarding Mansoor since his arrest
on 20 March 2017, there were grave fears for his safety.
To mark one year since security forces arbitrarily arrested
Mansoor, GCHR and 27 organisations issued a joint appeal
demanding the authorities to reveal his whereabouts and
release him. UN human rights experts also condemned
Mansoor’s arbitrary detention. On 12 April 2018, Mansoor
stood trial in the UAE, after more than a year in detention
without charge.
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On 04 May 2018, GCHR launched an online campaign,
for Mansoor that engaged the wider public. The goal of
the campaign to #FreeAhmed was to condemn and raise
awareness of the unfair trial Mansoor ahead of his next
court date on 09 May 2018. On 29 May 2018, Mansoor was
sentenced to 10 years in prison in this grossly unfair trial
before the State Security Chamber of the Federal Supreme
Court. He was also fined one million Dirhams (USD $272,294)
and the court ordered him to be put under surveillance for
three years upon his release.

On 06 October 2018, Mansoor appealed his ten-year prison
sentence to the Supreme Court of the UAE. Mansoor
defended himself very well during the hearing on 17
December although the court appointed lawyer Tariq AlShamsi to act on his behalf. The final appeal of his prison
sentence was scheduled for 24 December, which GCHR
viewed as another cynical ploy by authorities to distract
attention from their cases while many people were on
holiday. Mansoor was not present. The judge adjourned the
court until 31 December 2018, when the 10-year sentence
was upheld. The decision of the court was final and cannot
be appealed.

Local media reported that Mansoor was convicted of
“insulting the ‘status and prestige of the UAE and its symbols’
including its leaders” and of “seeking to damage the
relationship of the UAE with its neighbours by publishing
false reports and information on social media.” It appears that
he had also faced the charge of “conspiring with a terrorist
organisation” but was cleared of this charge.

On 20 November 2018, eight organisations and GCHR
launched a campaign addressing the F1 community
urging their support in calls for the release of HRDs and
prisoners on conscience. The open letter and explained the
campaign’s motivation to Drivers, Teams and Performers at
the Abu Dhabi F1 Grand Prix 2018. Support for the letter and
demands was aided with using and publicising the following
hashtags: #AbuDhabiGP #F1 and #Formula1 so to use the
space for F1 on Twitter to amplify and spread the stories of
UAE detainees.

Subsequently on 31 May 2018, GCHR signed with 35
organisations an urgent action calling on the Mayor of
Manchester to name a street after Mansoor in order to raise
awareness in a city with sponsorship by the Emirates of its
football team and ownership of business interests.

On 17 December 2018, GCHR highlighted concerns for
Ossama Al-Najjar and Dr. Nasser Bin Gaith, who had
reportedly been on a partial hunger strike in Al-Razeen
prison since November. Dr. Bin Ghaith demanded his
immediate release following the pardon of British academic
Matthew Hedges on 26 November 2018, a week after he
was sentenced to life in prison on spying allegations.
The UAE also failed to release Al-Najjar and seven other
prisoners who have completed their sentences. In addition,
detained HRDs continue to be treated poorly, including
being deprived of proper access to their families, proper
medical care and books.

On 04 October 2018, the European Parliament (EP) adopted a
resolution condemning Mansoor’s imprisonment and calling
for his release from Al-Sadr prison, revealing his whereabouts
for the first time.
The EP also called on the UAE to amend the 2012
Cybercrimes Law and other laws, the Counter-Terrorism Law,
and Federal Law No 2/2008, which it said “are repeatedly
used to prosecute HRDs; used to persecute HRDs.”
The EP also “Expresses its grave concern at the reports that
Ahmed Mansoor has been subjected to forms of torture or
ill-treatment while in detention, and that he is being held
in solitary confinement; urges the authorities to investigate
these allegations and grant him immediate and regular
access to a lawyer, to his family, and to any medical care he
may require; reminds the UAE authorities that prolonged
and indefinite solitary confinement can amount to a form
of torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment
under international human rights law, and that the lack of
an arrest warrant or any judicial oversight in his arrest and
detention represents a breach of the fundamental principles
of due process under international human rights law.” The EP
resolution “Strongly condemns the harassment, persecution
and detention of Ahmed Mansoor as well as of all other
HRDs solely on the basis of their human rights work and their
use of their right to freedom of expression both online and
offline.”

5

Entitled the Mission to Find the Most Prominent Human Rights Defender in the United Arab.
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Photojournalist Mohamed Al-Qadesi, who worked as a
correspondent for the privately-owned broadcaster Belqueez
TV, died on 22 January 2018 after an artillery bombardment
targeted a military parade in Khayami, in the province of
Taiz. He was well known for his war photos of military actions
and the depth of destruction occurring as a result. Aklan, a
journalist who previously worked for Russia Today (RT) from
2014 to 2016, was injured by the bombardment. All parties
to the conflict accused each other of being responsible.
Citizen journalist Oussama Salem Al-Maqtari was
murdered on 27 January 2018, after being shot in the head
by an unknown assailant with a Kalashnikov gun during a
confrontation between the army and the Houthis.

GCHR published two submission
to the UPR Working Group on
Yemen. The first joint submission
was prepared in collaboration
with Mwatana, the Columbia Law
School Human Rights Clinic, Cairo
Institute for Human Rights Studies
(CIHRS). The report’s purpose was
to inform the UPR with a focus on
international human rights and
humanitarian law violations by the Government of Yemen
and the armed group Ansar Allah (Houthis).

Further targeting of journalists and criminalisation of
freedom of expression continued. On 21 February 2018,
prominent independent journalist Awad Kashmeem was
detained by the Yemeni Army’s elite security forces. The
order came from the Governor of Hadhramout, following
a statement Kashmeem posted on Facebook on 20
February 2018. Kashmeem is well known for his campaigns
against corruption by officials and for his strong critique
of UAE military practices in Hadhramout. All the forces in
Hadhramout are under the direct supervision of military
leadership of the UAE, a country of the Arab alliance led by
Saudi Arabia. In the post, Kashmeem laments the loss of
lives, and criticised the UAE military operation in Mukalla.

The second submission, prepared in partnership with
CIVICUS and Front Line Defenders, examines Yemen’s
compliance with its international human rights obligations
to create and maintain a safe and enabling environment for
civil society, since its previous UPR examination in January
2014. In the situation post-2011, all parties to the conflict in
Yemen are guilty of violations of international human rights
and humanitarian law.
The country is now controlled by different armed groups,
including Houthi fighters, Yemeni security forces and groups
loyal to President Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi. The violence
has been exacerbated by regular indiscriminate attacks
launched by the US-backed Saudi Arabia coalition and the
UAE. Houthis also regularly fire artillery into Yemeni cities.
A combination of these attacks has led to the deaths of
thousands of people. Thousands more have been wounded
and millions displaced. As a consequence, the environment
for civil society in Yemen is one of the most dangerous in the
world.

On 11 June 2018, the President of Mwatana, Radhya AlMutawakel, and Executive Director Abdulrasheed Al-Faqih
were detained for a day by Saudi and UAE-led coalition
forces at Sayoun Airport in the Hadhramout region. They
were traveling abroad to participate in several human rights
activities, including an event at the Center for Humanitarian
Dialogue in Oslo. They were taken to an unknown location,
before being released late at night.
On 12 June, GCHR and 17 organisations, condemned the
unlawful detention of Al-Mutawakel and Al-Faqih, and called
on all parties to the armed conflict in Yemen to respect the
work of human rights advocates.

The report raises concerns about the ongoing restrictions
on the freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and
expression. HRDs and journalists are regularly abducted,
kidnapped and detained in undisclosed locations. They are
often subjected to smear campaigns, threats and judicial
persecution, and the perpetrators typically enjoy absolute
impunity. Many HRDs, journalists and representatives of
civil society who are detained are tortured. The violence has
created a political and security vacuum that has enabled
different armed factions to threaten NGOs and the media to
try to get them to release reports that support their cause.
Several NGOs have been raided by these armed factions
and had their staff detained and their family members
threatened. The raids and attacks on NGOs have forced many
to reduce their activities drastically and several have closed
down entirely.

GCHR published two submission to the UPR Working
Group on Yemen. The first joint submission was prepared
in collaboration with Mwatana, the Columbia Law School
Human Rights Clinic, Cairo Institute for Human Rights
Studies (CIHRS). The report’s purpose was to inform the UPR
with a focus on international human rights and humanitarian
law violations by the Government of Yemen and the armed
group Ansar Allah (Houthis).
The second submission, prepared in partnership with
CIVICUS and Front Line Defenders, examines Yemen’s
compliance with its international human rights obligations
to create and maintain a safe and enabling environment for
civil society, since its previous UPR examination in January
2014. In the situation post-2011, all parties to the conflict in
Yemen are guilty of violations of international human rights
and humanitarian law.

On 11 January 2018, GCHR published a letter urging the
immediate and unconditional release of Yemeni political
analyst, rights activist and blogger Hisham Al-Omeisy, 150
days after he was detained by Houthis from his house in
August 2017. On 15 January 2018, Al-Omeisy was released
after five months of incommunicado detention.
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On 11 June 2018, the President of Mwatana, Radhya AlMutawakel, and Executive Director Abdulrasheed Al-Faqih
were detained for a day by Saudi and UAE-led coalition
forces at Sayoun Airport in the Hadhramout region. They
were traveling abroad to participate in several human rights
activities, including an event at the Center for Humanitarian
Dialogue in Oslo. They were taken to an unknown location,
before being released late at night.

The country is now controlled by different armed groups,
including Houthi fighters, Yemeni security forces and groups
loyal to President Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi. The violence
has been exacerbated by regular indiscriminate attacks
launched by the US-backed Saudi Arabia coalition and the
UAE. Houthis also regularly fire artillery into Yemeni cities.
A combination of these attacks has led to the deaths of
thousands of people. Thousands more have been wounded
and millions displaced. As a consequence, the environment
for civil society in Yemen is one of the most dangerous in the
world.

On 12 June, GCHR and 17 organisations, condemned the
unlawful detention of Al-Mutawakel and Al-Faqih, and called
on all parties to the armed conflict in Yemen to respect the
work of human rights advocates.

The report raises concerns about the ongoing restrictions
on the freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and
expression. HRDs and journalists are regularly abducted,
kidnapped and detained in undisclosed locations. They are
often subjected to smear campaigns, threats and judicial
persecution, and the perpetrators typically enjoy absolute
impunity. Many HRDs, journalists and representatives of
civil society who are detained are tortured. The violence has
created a political and security vacuum that has enabled
different armed factions to threaten NGOs and the media to
try to get them to release reports that support their cause.
Several NGOs have been raided by these armed factions
and had their staff detained and their family members
threatened. The raids and attacks on NGOs have forced many
to reduce their activities drastically and several have closed
down entirely.

On 14 August 2018, two armed Houthis arrested Kamal AlShawish, Mwatana’s field research assistant, in a coffee shop
in downtown Hodeidah. The armed men, who were wearing
civilian clothes, blindfolded him and forced him into their car.
He was held in an unknown destination and no information
about the reasons for his arrest have been disclosed. AlShawish was released on 23 September 2018.
On 16 September 2018, a Saudi-led coalition airstrike
targeted Radio Hodeidah in the city of Marawha, in the
western province of Hodeidah, killing at least four people.
Three staff members of the radio and a farmer were killed
in the bombing of the station’s premises by warplanes from
the Saudi-led military coalition, which also destroyed the
transmission tower and a warehouse. The building is used
for transmission and had been evacuated of most staff due
to proximity to the confrontation in Hodeidah. According
to a local source, those who died are engineer Omar Azi,
two guards and a farmer. They are all civilians and were not
involved in the conflict.

On 11 January 2018, GCHR published a letter urging the
immediate and unconditional release of Yemeni political
analyst, rights activist and blogger Hisham Al-Omeisy, 150
days after he was detained by Houthis from his house in
August 2017. On 15 January 2018, Al-Omeisy was released
after five months of incommunicado detention.

On 03 December 2018, the Military Intelligence Apparatus
in Hadhramout arrested journalist Sabri Salmeen bin
Makhashin, Editor-in-Chief of Al-Mohrer newspaper and
the online Al-Mohrer.Net in the city of Mukalla. His arrest
was related to social media posts, including on his Facebook
page, in which he criticised the governor. He wrote, “The
governor makes use of an electronic army using fake names,
as well as state media institutions and military intelligence,
to monitor our actions, monitor our communications, our
homes and business sites, spread lies and accusations
against us and encourage public and non-public incitement.”
On 08 December 2018, bin Makhashin’s family issued a
public appeal to civil society and human rights organisations
stating: “He is facing very difficult health conditions since
the moment of his abduction,” including the fact that “was
prevented from receiving medication for treatment including
for diabetes.” Bin Makhashin started a hunger strike on 03
December. He was released from prison on 28 December
2018, but remained in poor health requiring treatment.

Photojournalist Mohamed Al-Qadesi, who worked as a
correspondent for the privately-owned broadcaster Belqueez
TV, died on 22 January 2018 after an artillery bombardment
targeted a military parade in Khayami, in the province of
Taiz. He was well known for his war photos of military actions
and the depth of destruction occurring as a result. Aklan, a
journalist who previously worked for Russia Today (RT) from
2014 to 2016, was injured by the bombardment. All parties
to the conflict accused each other of being responsible.
Citizen journalist Oussama Salem Al-Maqtari was
murdered on 27 January 2018, after being shot in the head
by an unknown assailant with a Kalashnikov gun during a
confrontation between the army and the Houthis.
Further targeting of journalists and criminalisation of
freedom of expression continued. On 21 February 2018,
prominent independent journalist Awad Kashmeem was
detained by the Yemeni Army’s elite security forces. The
order came from the Governor of Hadhramout, following
a statement Kashmeem posted on Facebook on 20
February 2018. Kashmeem is well known for his campaigns
against corruption by officials and for his strong critique
of UAE military practices in Hadhramout. All the forces in
Hadhramout are under the direct supervision of military
leadership of the UAE, a country of the Arab alliance led by
Saudi Arabia. In the post, Kashmeem laments the loss of
lives, and criticised the UAE military operation in Mukalla.
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V. CONCLUSION
The size, scope and breadth of human rights violations and targeting of HRDs, journalists and civil society in 2018 demanded
that GCHR strengthen cooperation with national, regional and international organisations more diligently. Such collaboration
has been fruitful in informing the international community, engaging new actors and contributing to UN human rights
mechanism. Also, this has been a gain for promoting solidarity in human rights advocacy and activism. It is important to
repeatedly assert the importance of NGOs whose efforts in maintaining accountability and working for stability will help
promote peace in the region.
Due to the collective efforts of GCHR and other regional and international NGOs, there have been stronger responses
advocating for human rights in the region. For example, there have been strong statements from the EU and the UN about
detained human rights defenders, including through statements and inclusion in UN reports. As well, mechanisms such as the
UN Group of Eminent Experts on Yemen was renewed and its mandate strengthened.
One of the most notable milestones is a European Parliament resolution issued on 31 May 2018 which “Condemns the ongoing
repression of HRDs, including women’s rights defenders, in Saudi Arabia, which undermines the credibility of the reform
process in the country; calls on the Government of Saudi Arabia to immediately and unconditionally release all HRDs and other
prisoners of conscience detained and sentenced for merely exercising their right to freedom of expression and their peaceful
human rights work;” and “denounces the continued, systemic discrimination against women and girls in Saudi Arabia.” The EP
issued a similar resolution in February 2019.
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VI. RECOMMENDATIONS
With continued commitment to foster evidence- and research-based advocacy, GCHR presents the following recommendations
relying on an overall assessment of the situation of human rights in the surveyed 10 countries in the Gulf and neighbouring
countries. For enabling a civic space and safety for HRDs, journalists and Internet activists to continue their work that is
indispensable to peace in society, GCHR urges governments in the MENA and the international community to:
1 Guarantee the right to freedom of expression and freedom
of opinion, through all possible measures including
protecting journalists, media workers and on-line activists
from any reprisals or judicial harassment;
2 Provide safe spaces and secure environments for WHRDs to
work freely and more effectively on human rights issues;
3 Ensure that legislation, including cyber-crime legislation
and anti-terrorism laws, is not used as a tool for targeting
HRDs for their peaceful human rights work, including by the
amendment of such legislation where necessary;
4 Ensure that the right to peaceful freedom of assembly
is respected and protected so that people are allowed
to protest peacefully without fear of physical violence,
intimidation or any form of reprisals;
5 Ensure that the right to peaceful freedom of association is
respected and protected so that independent human rights
NGOs may operate safely and free from judicial harassment,
arrest and abuse;
6 Guarantee the promotion and protection of civil society
and cherish its role in society as a means of fostering human
rights;
7 Amend any national laws to ensure security of residence
status for all residents and prevent the use, or threat of use,
of nationality laws as a means of stifling civil society;
8 Ensure that all those detained are treated with dignity,
their physical and psychological integrity is protected and
that conditions in all detention facilities are in line with
international standards;
9 Ensure that all those detained are protected from any form of
ill-treatment and torture as set out in international law;
10 Guarantee that where there is evidence of torture or
ill-treatment by state authorities, that a prompt and
independent investigation is established with a view
to bringing those responsible to justice in line with
international standards;
11 Ensure that access to justice is guaranteed to all and that
any legal proceedings adhere to the right to a fair trial and
international fair legal procedures standards;
12 Provide adequate channels and mechanisms for reporting
and investigating any form of harassment, intimidation or
targeting of HRDs, by state authorities and other parties, as a
result of their peaceful and legitimate human rights work;
13 Ensure that all HRDs, and all citizens, are free to avail of and
engage with the UN human rights mechanisms and the
international human rights community;
14 Engage with UN human rights mechanisms where to do
so would benefit the promotion and protection of human
rights; and
15 Ensure that HRDs are able to carry out their legitimate and
peaceful human rights work without fear of reprisals and free
from all restrictions.
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