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 INTRODUCTION 
 

Since Jordan signed a peace treaty with Israel in 1994, there has been growing tension between the Jordanian 

government and the independent press, particularly the kingdom=s small-circulation weekly newspapers.  Journalists 
and editors have been arrested, detained and prosecuted for violations of  both the penal code and provisions of the 

press and publications law of 1993.1 By the count of one Jordanian weekly newspaper, since the law went into effect sixty-two 
cases have been brought against journalists and editors, the overwhelming majority of them with weekly newspapers.2  The New 

York-based Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) documented the cases of five editors and publishers, and six 
journalists, who were arrested and detained between July 1996 and October 1996. One case involved Hilmi Asmar, 

editor-in-chief of the weekly al-Sabeel, who was arrested in September 1996 Abecause of an article in which he 
described the alleged torture of an Islamic activist by Jordanian security officials.@3 In advance of King Hussein=s visit 

to Washington in April 1997, CPJ charged that press freedom in Jordan had deteriorated further in 1997, citing 
additional cases of the prosecution and conviction of journalists earlier in the year, and called on the king to Acease 

immediately the arrest and criminal prosecution of journalists for the practice of their profession.@4   
 

Faced with public opposition to normalization of relations with Israel, frustration about the implementation of 
the Oslo Accords between Israel and the Palestinian Authority, and popular discontent with the state of the economy 

and high rates of unemployment and underemployment, Jordanian authorities have clearly signaled a growing 
discomfort with the exercise of freedom of expression by both individual critics and the press. In December 1995, Leith 

Shubeilat, a prominent independent Islamist, elected president of the Jordan Engineers Association and former member 
of parliament, was arrested. He was denied bail, and charged and tried in the state security court for Alèse majesté@  

(offending the dignity of the king), a criminal offense under article 195 of the penal code. The evidence presented 
against Shubeilat C a vocal critic of Jordan=s peace treaty with Israel, and the government=s economic policies C 

included copies and recordings of controversial speeches that he had made in various cities in 1995, as well as a copy of 
a speech written in 1994 but never delivered.5 In March 1996, the security court convicted Shubeilat and sentenced him 

to a three-year prison term;  after being held behind bars for almost one year, he was released by order of the king on 
November 9, 1996. 

 

                                                 
1The press law was approved by parliament in March 1993, ratified by King Hussein in April 1993, and went into effect 

in May 1993 as the Press and Publication Law No. 10 of 1993. 

     2  Raed al Abed, AJournalists United in Their Rejection of New Press Law,@ The Star, May 22, 1997, as distributed by 
WorldSources Online, Inc.  According to The Star, only four of the sixty-cases involved daily newspapers. 
_ 

3 Committee to Project Journalists, Attacks on the Press in 1996 (New York, Committee to Protect Journalists: 1997), p. 

296. 

4 See Letter to King Hussein from the Committee to Protect Journalists, March 28, 1997. 

5 Human Rights Watch protested Shubeilat=s arrest and prosecution, the conditions of his detention, and threats by 

security forces to pressure defense witnesses not to appear in court. Our February 9, 1996, letter to then-Prime Minister Abdel 

Karim al-Kabariti went unanswered.   
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In August 1996, violent anti-government protests erupted in Karak in southern Jordan in reaction to a doubling 

of the price of bread; the unrest spread to other  nearby towns and also reached Amman, the capital.  Four journalists, a 
publisher and an editor were hauled into court for their coverage of the events, which authorities charged had incited 

sedition.6  In the aftermath of the unrest, King Hussein indicated that new restrictions on the media might be 
forthcoming. AThe media disarray, which is eating at the foundations of the national edifice and the accomplishments of 

the homeland, needs to be reformed so that all sides may rise to the appropriate level and so that the rock-bottom 
degeneration reached by some in the name of freedom of expression may be checked,@ he said.7 Just before the new 

amendments to the press and publications law were made public, the king again criticized the press: AThe press is not 
reflecting the correct image about the country which we know,@ he said in a speech to senior military officers in May 

1997. AThis distortion should stop.@8   
 
 
 AMENDMENTS TO THE PRESS AND PUBLICATIONS LAWAMENDMENTS TO THE PRESS AND PUBLICATIONS LAWAMENDMENTS TO THE PRESS AND PUBLICATIONS LAWAMENDMENTS TO THE PRESS AND PUBLICATIONS LAW 
 

In May 1997, the council of ministers amended various articles of the 1993 press and publications law and King Hussein endorsed 
the new law by royal decree. The revisions of the law went into immediate effect on May 15, 1997. Because Jordan=s two-chamber 
National Assembly was not in session at the time, the council of ministers used the authority granted to it in the constitution to 
promulgate the amendments as Aprovisional@ law, fully in force but subject to approval or amendment by parliament once it reconvenes 
after the parliamentary elections scheduled for November 1997.9   
 

Content Bans 
Article 40 of the 1993 press and publications law imposed a regime of censorship on ten wide-ranging subjects 

C some of them extremely broadly worded C that applied to all forms of written and pictorial publication. The subjects 

included the king and the royal family, news about the armed forces or security agencies, proceedings of the closed 
sessions of parliament, and articles or information personally insulting to heads of state of Arab, Islamic or Afriendly 

states.@10 The amendments to the press law maintained and expanded the content bans, imposing staggering restrictions 
on all forms of published information, including news, analyses, opinions, reports, drawings, and photographs. Article 

40(a) of the amended press law explicitly bans publication of any material that: 
 

C offends the king or the royal family. 

                                                 
6 Committee to Protect Journalists, Attacks on the Press in 1996, p. 296.  Both PEN American Center and the Committee 

to Protect Journalists sent letters of protest to the Jordanian government about these arrests. 

7 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Radio (Amman), August 26, 1996, as reported by BBC Monitoring Summary of World 

Broadcasts, BBC Monitoring Service: Middle East, August 27, 1996. 

8 Dominic Evans, AJordan Unveils Tough New Press Law,@ Reuter, May 18, 1997. 

 

9 The National Assembly is comprised of the Senate, and an elected eighty-member House of Representatives, also known 

as the  Chamber of Deputies. Article 94 of Jordan=s constitution states: AIn cases where the National Assembly is not sitting or is 

dissolved, the Council of Ministers has, with the approval of the King, the power to issue provisional laws covering matters which 

require necessary measures which admit of no delay or which necessitate expenditures incapable of postponement.  Such 

provisional laws, which shall not be contrary to the provisions of the Constitution, shall have the force of law, provided that they 

are placed before the Assembly at the beginning of its next session, and the Assembly may approve or amend such laws.  In the 

event of the rejection of such provisional laws, the Council of Ministers shall, with the approval of the King, immediately declare 

their nullity, and from the date of such declaration these provisional laws shall cease to have force provided that such nullity shall 

not affect any contracts or acquired rights.@ Article 34 of the constitution grants the king the power to convene and adjourn the 

National Assembly, and even to dissolve both the Senate and the House of Representatives.   

 
10 Sawt al-Sha=b (Amman), March 15, 1993, citing the text of the law as approved by both houses of parliament, as 

reported in Foreign Broadcast Information Service [hereinafter FBIS], March 19, 1993, pp. 37-38. 

 



  
Human Rights Watch/Middle East 5 June 1997, Vol.  9, No.  5 (E) 

C pertains to the Jordanian armed forces or security services, unless such material has been cleared for 

publication by the appropriate authority or the government's official spokesman. 
 

C disparages religions and creeds whose freedom is provided for in the constitution. 
 

C harms national unity or incites criminal action or foments hatred, discord and disharmony among members of 
society. 

 
C offends the dignity or personal freedoms of individuals or harms their reputation. 

 
C involves derogatory, libelous, or abusive remarks about Arab, Islamic, or friendly heads of state, or sours the 

kingdom's relations with other nations. 
 

C promotes perversion or leads to moral corruption. 
 

C shakes confidence in the national currency. 
 

C features false news or rumors detrimental to the public interest or state agencies or their personnel.11  
 

After the amendments became law, Prime Minister Abd al-Salam al-Majali noted in an interview that the aim 
of the government was to set forth Ataboo@ subjects and to punish violators.12 The Jordan Press Association termed the 

content bans Aambiguous.@ Indeed, the broadly formulated language of the content restrictions can be interpreted by 
authorities to rule out the publication of virtually any critical news, information and analysis related to the conduct of 

public affairs by King Hussein, government ministers and ministries, and the internal security forces. In addition, news 
and other information related to foreign affairs is also affected by the ban on Aabusive remarks@ about heads of state and 

material that Asours@ Jordan=s bilateral relations. Similarly, news and commentary about religion, social relations and 
social affairs in Jordan could be sharply circumscribed by the broadly worded language which bans material deemed to 

be harmful to national unity, disparaging of religion, detrimental to the public interest, and promoting social 
Adisharmony@ or Aperversion.@  The vague language used in the content bans is open to arbitrary interpretation by 

authorities in order to impose substantial fines on journalists and editors under the law (see below). 
 

                                                 
11As of June 3, 1997, the Jordanian Embassy in Washington, D.C., said it was unable to provide Human Rights Watch 

with an official copy of the amendments in the original Arabic. The provisions of the law cited above were compiled from material 

published in Al-Ra=i (Amman), May 18, 1997, citing the text of the amended press law (as reported by BBC Monitoring Summary 

of World Broadcasts, BBC Monitoring Service: Middle East, May 23, 1997) and in The Star (Amman), May 22, 1997, also citing 

specific amendments.  
 

12 AWe ... dealt with the taboos, which we believe the law is clear about, and we laid down the appropriate penalties 

against those who trespass on these taboos,@ the prime minister said. Al-Arab al-Yawn (Amman), May 24, 1997, as reported by 

BBC Monitoring Summary of World Broadcasts, BBC Monitoring Service: Middle East, May 27, 1997. 
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The chilling effect of the content bans is obvious. As one Jordanian human rights activist told Human Rights 

Watch: AAny journalist who wants to write now will be afraid of writing.@13  Former Minister of Information Mahmoud 
al-Sharif concurred: AThis will serve as a permanent threat to journalists in carrying out their duties.  They are now 

terrorized by this new law.@14 The English-language daily Jordan Times said that the amendments Amake a mockery of 
the concept of free expression,@ and registered its opposition in an editorial:  

 
Amending the law, especially in the way it was done, has been tantamount to blaming the press for 

problems that our economy faces, for divisions in the Arab world and here at home, and for the 
faltering Arab-Israeli peace process.  Some, maybe even most tabloids, may have violated Aethical 

standards,@ insulted public figures, or simply broke the law.  But does that mean that all newspapers, 
journalists, and freedoms have to be punished and curtailed, through the force of a Draconian 

law?....Freedom of expression, the government must realize, is not only a coordinate of democracy.  It 
is a prerequisite for it.  In the absence of a free press nobody will believe that there are going to be free 

elections, clean water, and true accountability by the government.15   
 

Last, in a particularly disturbing development, the amended law imposes prior censorship on news and other 
information related to Jordanian security or military forces, stating that publication of such material is banned unless it 

has been vetted and approved Aby the appropriate authority or the government=s official spokesman.@   
     

Penalties for Violations: Fines, Suspension and Closure  
The government emphasized that the amendments abolished provisions of the press law that permitted 

journalists to be imprisoned. AAn imprisonment penalty no longer exists for journalists. Penalties are restricted to fines,@ 
Minister of State for Information Affairs Dr. Samir Mutawi said in an interview. AThis was always a point raised by 

some human rights institutions. So we completely canceled the imprisonment penalty. Therefore, a journalist who 
violates the Press and Publications Law will only be fined.@16  In fact, the only provision of the 1993 press law that 

provided for the imprisonment of journalists was article 44, which prohibited owners, editors and journalists Afrom 
receiving any financial aid or gift from any local or foreign party without the [information] minister=s approval.@ Article 

49 of the law provided for fines as well as four to six months imprisonment for such an offense. It is the amendment of 
article 49 that the minister cited.  

 
The new amendments specify exorbitant monetary fines for violations, as well as suspension of newspapers and 

other  publications and, for repeated offenses, closure. Fines can be levied against a chief editor or Athe author or 
compiler of the offending material.@17  Violations of the content bans carry fines ranging from a minimum of JD15,000 

($21,135) to a maximum of  JD25,000 ($35,225). Such hefty financial penalties clearly will have the intended deterrent 
effect, and force many journalists and editors to engage in self-censorship.   

 
In cases of violations of content bans, courts of law may also suspend a publication.  AThe minister [of 

information] may allow the lifting of the suspension once the fine fixed by the court has been paid and in accordance 
with a set of assurances and conditions to be decided by him,@ the law now states. If there is a repeat of the violation of 

certain provisions of the law within a five-year period, publications not only face fines but also can be ordered by the 

                                                 
13 Human Rights Watch telephone interview, Amman, May 26, 1997.  Name withheld by Human Rights Watch. 

 
14 Raed al-Abed, AJournalists United in Their Rejection of New Press Law,@ The Star, May 22, 1997. 

  
15 Jordan Times (Amman), May 21, 1997, as reported in FBIS-NES-97-141, May 21, 1997. 

 
16 Jordan Television Network (Amman), May 18, 1997, as reported by FBIS-NES-97-138, May 18, 1997. 

 
17Article 44(b). 
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courts to suspend publication for periods ranging from three to six months. For an additional repeat offense within the 

same five-year period, the courts are empowered to revoke the license of a publication.18   
 

                                                 
18 All publications in Jordan must be licensed by the government.   

Sharply Increased Capital Requirements for Weekly Publications  
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The amendments also impose prohibitive new capital requirements on weekly newspapers, increased twenty-

fold from the requirements set forth in the 1993 press law. Weeklies now must have minimum registered capital of 
JD300,000 ($422,700) in order to be licensed, compared to JD15,000 ($21,135) previously.19 The weeklies have three 

months to comply with the new financing requirements, which are expected to put many of these low-budget 
publications out of business.  

 
According to international news agencies, there are about twenty weekly newspapers in Jordan. Although their 

circulation is small, these publications Aare often boisterous opposition papers, splashing their front pages with stories 
of political corruption and popular discontent at Jordan=s peace treaty with Israel.@20  The daily Jordan Times wrote that 

the tabloids Ain spite of their crude tendencies...have provided an alternative to the mainstream press which so far has 
not assumed its role as watchdog on behalf of the people over official business.@21 The publisher of The Star, an 

English-language weekly, said that his newspaper would be threatened by the new capital requirement: 
 

This paper is among Jordan=s oldest weeklies.  Being a weekly newspaper it now finds itself threatened 
by the new law, which requires us to register [it] as JD300,000 establishment.  We were never 

considered, nor do we consider ourselves, as a sensational and irresponsible newspaper that has 
abused its freedom.  And yet the new law has passed a heavy sentence on us.  There is much more at 

stake here than closing down a few rogue weeklies. Silencing the weeklies, The Star included, will not 
serve democracy, nor will it advance and protect freedom of the press in Jordan.22 

 
Other Restrictions on the Operation of Privately Owned PublicationsOther Restrictions on the Operation of Privately Owned PublicationsOther Restrictions on the Operation of Privately Owned PublicationsOther Restrictions on the Operation of Privately Owned Publications        

The amendments regulate the media in other ways as well. One provision limits who may serve as chief editors of publications. 
These positions are now restricted to Jordanian citizens who live in the country and have a minimum of ten years of experience as 
full-time journalists, which imposes a particular burden on low-budget weeklies.23  The amendments also limit the content of what 
specialized publications may publish, banning them from Aprinting material other than that for which [they were] licensed.@    
 
Government Officials Justify the Measures 

Jordanian government officials vigorously defended the press law amendments. Dr. Samir Mutawi, minister of 

state for information affairs and official spokesman, charged that some newspapers had caused Asevere damage to the 
homeland.@ He elaborated: 

 

                                                 
19 For daily publications, the minimum capital requirement was raised to JD600,000. 

 
20 Dominic Evans, AJordan Unveils Tough New Press Law,@ Reuter, May 18, 1997. 

 
21 Jordan Times (Amman), May 18, 1997, FBIS-NES-97-138, May 18, 1997. 

 
22 AA Letter from the Publisher,@ The Star (Amman), May 22, 1997, as distributed by WorldSources Online, Inc. 

 
23 These requirements are in addition to those already posed by the 1993 press law, which require that the chief editors of 

press publications be journalists and not serve as chief editors of any other publication. 
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Violations by the press have damaged our relations with some Arab states and created a dark cloud.  

We were constantly receiving complaints from these states and we were also receiving complaints 
from Jordanian expatriates.  Some of these papers have invaded the private lives of citizens and 

damaged their reputation and honour.  Some papers also tried to incite sedition and fragment the 
homeland=s social fabric....Recently, matters have got out of hand and so we had to reconsider this law 

to protect the unity of the homeland and this is what we have done.24   
 

Prime Minister Abd al-Salam al-Majali justified the amendments by questioning the right of newspaper owners to free 
expression within the pages of their publications: 

 
[M]any people complain about the press, especially the weeklies....They all complain that the press is 

harming both the government and individuals, government officials and ordinary people alike. Making 
fun of a personality [who] works in the government and publishing scandalous pictures and so forth is 

bound  to cause harm....[N]o individual can decide how the newspaper works and what it should 
publish.  There must be an establishment to avoid irresponsible behaviour.  The press is an authority, 

more so than the government.  Have you ever heard the government levelling abuse in the press 
against anyone? The government does not do this, but when an individual owns a newspaper, he can 

do it.25 
 

For his part, King Hussein expressed clear annoyance that the leaders of Jordan=s independent, 
nongovernmental professional associations had joined in the criticism of the amendments (see below), implying that 

such groups have no role to play in defending freedom of expression. ALet us hope that the time will come when 
everybody will confine their activities to their work,@ he said in a speech on May 27, Aso that the person who is 

responsible for the union of veterinarians [one of the professional associations in Jordan] will not threaten or announce 
resignation in protest against the press law amendment.@ The king added: AI do not understand the connection between 

veterinary work and the press.  What is the link between them? Why don=t he and his colleagues work in their 
profession?@26  

 
 

 THE REACTION IN JORDAN  
 

The passage of the press law amendments took the country by surprise, and generated vigorous protest from 
opposition political parties and parliamentary deputies, journalists, and professional associations. Jordanians, including 

professional journalists, have conceded that some tabloid weeklies practice shoddy or sensationalistic journalism. But 
critics of the amendments share the view that broad and harsh restriction of  freedom of expression C without prior 

public debate and a transparent legislative process C is a disproportionate and wholly unreasonable response by the 
state. The publisher of the English-language Star had this reaction: 

 
The press has come under fire in recent weeks for its treatment of many issues; from national unity to 

peace with Israel, and from the economic woes of the country to official corruption.  In addition to 
this, some newspapers, especially among the Arabic weeklies, have been accused, justly on many 

occasions, for their irresponsible, sensational and noncredible coverage of public issues.  It is no secret 
that the main casualty of the new law will be the weekly press.  Most may have their licenses revoked. 

                                                 
24 Jordanian TV (Amman), May 18, 1997, as reported by BBC Monitoring Summary of World Broadcasts, BBC 

Monitoring Service: Middle East, May  20, 1997.  

 
25

Al-Arab al-Yawm (Amman), May 24, 1997, as reported by BBC Monitoring Summary of World Broadcasts, BBC 

Monitoring Service: Middle East, May 27, 1997.   

 
26 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Radio (Amman), May 27, 1997, as reported by BBC Monitoring Summary of World 

Broadcasts, BBC Monitoring Service: Middle East, May 29, 1997. 
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While the government may have a case against the way some tabloids have abused their freedom 

under the 1993 law, the government=s choice of remedy is unjustified and will do more harm than 
good to press freedom and to the image of Jordan as a beacon of democracy in this region.27 

 
Although government officials tried to portray the revisions of the press law as a response to perceived excesses 

of the tabloid weeklies, critics in Jordan saw other motives, noting in particular the longstanding pattern of harassment 
and prosecution of  journalists because of politically sensitive subjects that they covered. One human rights activist, 

who conceded that some of the weekly newspapers had Apublished bad things for society,@ put it this way: AThe 
government [is] pretend[ing] to correct this situation [of unethical journalism], but this is a very big lie. The 

government for the last three years took journalists to court for political articles. The government ... wants to punish 
opposition weeklies.@28  Another human rights activist charged that the revised press law Aushers in an anti-democratic 

process,@ and was designed to protect the Agovernment=s unpopular policies@ in terms of the peace process with Israel 
and to suppress growing dissatisfaction over the dismal performance of the economy.29  

   
On May 19, 1997, the heads of Jordan=s thirteen professional associations issued a joint statement  condemning 

the amendments as a Aviolation of the constitution, a bypassing of parliament, and an attack on freedom of opinion, 
thought and expression.@30  The head of the doctors= association, Basim Dajani, said on May 22: AWe feel this law was 

issued hurriedly, without consultation with us or parliament or with any of the concerned people. We are cornered, 
unable to express our opinion.@31  

 
Critics were furious that the sweeping amendments were passed without consultation with journalists or 

parliament, and without public debate. Although parliament was not in session, which enabled the amendments to be 
promulgated by the council of ministers, the constitution specifies that such lawmaking should take place only in 

matters of urgency and only if the laws are in conformity with the constitution. AThere really is no urgent reason. This 
kind of law can wait for six months,@ said a human rights activist.32  

 

                                                 
27 AA Letter from the Publisher,@ The Star, May 22, 1997. 

 
28 Human Rights Watch telephone interview, Amman, May 26, 1997. Name withheld by Human Rights Watch. 

 
29 Human Rights Watch telephone interview, Amman, May 26, 1997. Name withheld by Human Rights Watch. 

 
30 AJordanian Union Chiefs May Quit Over New Press Law,@ Reuter, Amman, May 19, 1997. 

 
31 Reuter, Amman, May 22, 1997. 

 
32 Human Rights Watch telephone interview, Amman, May 26, 1997. Name withheld by Human Rights Watch.  
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Given the sweeping and controversial nature of the revisions of the press law C which affect not only daily and 

weekly newspapers but all licensed publications in Jordan C critics have pointed out that King Hussein has the power, 
if he wished to exercise it, to summon parliament to sit in extraordinary session to deliberate the amendments.33 But 

Minister of State for Information Affairs Dr. Samir Mutawi told reporters on May 20 that Athere is no intention 
whatsoever and under any circumstances to go back on anything enshrined in this law. You must be well aware that the 

law was issued by royal decree.@34 Twenty opposition parliamentary deputies signed a petition on May 21, addressed to 
Sa=d Hayil al-Surur, the speaker of the house of representatives, calling for a special session of parliament to debate the 

press law amendments.35 If the deputies gather forty-one signatures, they can request that the king convene a special 
session of parliament for discussion of specific matters.36   

 

Setting the Stage for the November 1997 Parliamentary Elections 

Opponents of the press law amendments not only view the new provisions as violations of the right to free 
expression guaranteed in the constitution, but also as a deliberate move by the government to silence the opposition 

press in advance of the parliamentary elections scheduled for November 1997.37   Interior Minister Nadhir Rashid 
pledged in May 1997 that the upcoming elections will be Afree and fair. This is everybody=s right. We will not interfere 

on anyone=s behalf and at someone else=s expense, because we believe that both supporters and oppositionists are part 
of the regime, and no one is outside it.  We will use this approach, regardless of the results. Let the results be decided 

by the ballot boxes, regardless of any views and political hues.@38   
 

But the interior minister did not explain how free and fair elections can take place when the government has 
imposed harsh restrictions on the flow of information in newspapers and other publications about issues of broad 

concern to voters, such as domestic and foreign affairs, and the performance of government officials and ministries. 
Human Rights Watch believes that press freedom is an essential condition for free and fair elections, and that 

censorship of the press C particularly in areas related to government conduct of domestic and foreign affairs C deprives 
voters of information that is needed to cast ballots as informed citizens.39 

 

Canceling the Reduction of State Ownership in Daily Newspapers    

                                                 
33 Article 82(1) of the constitution states: AThe King may whenever necessary summon the National Assembly to meet in 

an extraordinary session for an unspecified period for the purpose of deciding matters to be specified in the Royal Decree when the 

summons are issued.  An extraordinary session shall be prorogued by a Royal Decree.@ 

 
34 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan Radio (Amman), May 20, 1997, as reported by BBC Monitoring Summary of World 

Broadcasts, May 22, 1997. 

 
35 ADeputies Call For Session to Discuss Amended Press Law,@ Jordan Times, May 22, 1997. 

 
36 Article 82(2) of the constitution states: AThe King may summon the National Assembly to meet in an extraordinary 

session at the request of an absolute majority of the deputies. Such request shall be contained in a petition specifying the matters 

which it is desired to discuss.@ 

 
37 Parliament will not meet in regular session until after the November 1997 elections. 

 
38 Interview published in al-Wasat (London), May 7, 1997, as reported in FBIS-NES-97-089, May 7, 1997. 

 
39 See Human Rights Watch/Middle East, AAlgeria: Elections in the Shadow of Violence and Repression,@ A Human 

Rights Watch Short Report, vol. 9, no. 4, June 1997, pp. 25-35. 
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There was also speculation that the hasty passage of the amendments was orchestrated to thwart 

implementation of the provision in the May 1993 press and publication law which mandated that the government 
reduce its ownership of newspapers to no more than 30 percent by May 17, 1997.40  Articles 19(d) and 19(f) of the law 

gave the government a maximum of four years to reduce Athe shares of the government, government institutions, or the 
funds thereof@ to no more than 30 percent of the capital of press companies or organizations. The state owns about 61 

percent of the Arabic-language daily al-Ra=i, the largest-circulation daily in Jordan, and about 32 percent of the Arabic-
language daily al-Dustour.41 In early May 1997, before the passage of the amendments, the Jordan Times reported the 

impact of government ownership on the content of information that appears in both newspapers:  
 

According to senior journalists in [the Arabic-language dailies] al-Ra=i and al-Dustour, the [1993] law 
was intended to reduce government holding in the companies in order to enhance freedom of the press. 

 They maintain that although the government does not practice direct censorship, its equity in the 
newspapers gives it the power to determine who sits on the board of both companies, and therefore 

dictates editorial policy.  As a result, said a senior al-Ra=i official, his newspaper practices heavy self-
censorship, and [said] that its news coverage would change if the government sold its shares.42 

 
The revised press law annulled the article in the 1993 law that required the government to reduce its ownership to 30 

percent. 
 

Suppression of a Peaceful Demonstration 
On May 20, 1997, police violently dispersed a planned sit-in by a small group of  journalists and other 

protesters near the office of the prime minister in Amman. According to the Reuter news agency, some fifty 
demonstrators waved banners proclaiming ANo to the Assassination of Press@ and AWe will not let our mouths be 

gagged and our pens broken.@43 
 

One editor, who was attacked by police and asked not to be identified, told the Jordan Times that he sustained 
bruises and bleeding under one eyelid. AI was the first person to be assaulted and I was followed by Leith Shubeilat 

[president of the engineers association], Khaled Fkhaideh [from Sawt al-Mara= weekly] and Serene Halasa [from al-
Jazirah, a Qatari television station],@ he said.44  Ms. Halasa told the Jordan Times that  she and a crew of three others 

from her television station were present to cover the sit-in. AWe interviewed Leith Shubeilat and afterwards our 
cameraman had gone to the car....I went to give him the keys and an officer yelled, >stop them, arrest them, confiscate 

the camera.=@ She said that while she and Shubeilat were in the station=s equipment van, AWe were attacked from all 
sides....They opened the car from the back, and they pulled me out by my hair and they pulled Shubeilat from the car.@ 

Three members of the crew were arrested and, according to Ms. Halasa, equipment was confiscated, including the 
station=s camera and microphone.45 Ten persons altogether reportedly were arrested, but they were released after eight 

hours. 
 

                                                 
40 Government ownership is effected through ownership of shares by the Social Security Corporation (SSC) and other 

public-sector institutions. 

 
41 Amy Henderson, APress Law Amendments Meant to Rein In >Unruly= Tabloids,@ Jordan Times, May 18, 1997. 

 
42 Amy Henderson, AGovernment, SCC at >Loggerheads= Over Newspaper Investments,@ Jordan Times, May 7, 1997. 

 
43 Reuter, Amman, AJordanian Police Break Up Protest Over Press Law,@ May 20, 1997. 

 
44 Amy Henderson, ASit-in to protest new press law ends up in arrests and injuries,@ Jordan Times, May 21, 1997. 

 
45 Ibid. 
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A Jordanian university professor who was an eyewitness told Human Rights Watch that the protesters were 

Aattacked as they were turning back. Leith Shubeilat [as well as others] were dragged around and hassled. They [the 
police] meant to do it. It was premeditated.@46 Jordan=s Minister of State for Information Affairs Dr.Samir Mutawi 

declared that the police conduct was justified because the protesters did not have permission to demonstrate.47  The 
Jordanian Television Network showed the gathering being dispersed by police as an announcer said: AAny unlicensed 

gathering, march, or sit-in is considered a violation of the law.@48 
 

 
    INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDSINTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDSINTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDSINTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDS 
 

The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan has been a state party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 
since 1975. Article 19 of the ICCPR guarantees the right of everyone to freedom of expression, including the Afreedom to seek, receive 
and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or 
through any other media of his choice.@49  The U.N. Human Rights Committee has noted that the manner in which a state defines and 
restricts expression determines the extent to which individuals enjoy the right to freedom of expression: 
 

It is the interplay between the principle of freedom of expression and such limitations and restrictions which 
determine the actual scope of the individual=s right....[W]hen a State party imposes certain restrictions on the 
exercise of freedom of expression, these may not put in jeopardy the right itself.50  

 
Governments have a duty to both publishers and readers to ensure that the freedom to seek, receive and impart information 

and ideas of all kinds, as required by article 19 of the ICCPR, is guaranteed.  Media and publishing pluralism therefore entails both 
access to newspapers and other publications by all segments of the community and the dissemination of a diversity of views, even if 
these views are opposed to or critical of prevailing state policies. The Jordanian government, in regulating newspapers and other 
publications, is obligated under international human rights law to do so in such a manner as to protect and foster freedom of 
expression.  It also has a duty to ensure that regulation does not unnecessarily inhibit the free exchange of ideas and information, 
including the reporting of news, political analysis, and other issues related to domestic and foreign affairs.    
 

                                                 
46 Human Rights Watch telephone interview, Amman, Jordan, May 25, 1997. Name withheld by Human Rights Watch.   

 
47 Citizens may not gather publicly in Jordan without a permit. The U.S. State Department reported this in its Country 

Report on Jordan for 1996: AThe Government has become concerned about public dissent arising from the peace treaty signed with 

Israel in 1994.  In 1995 it denied permits for public protests and rallies in opposition to the treaty. In May [1996] the Government 

rescinded a previously issued permit for a conference sponsored by 11 political parties opposed to the normalization of relations 

with Israel.@    
48 Jordan Television Network (Amman), May 20, 1997, as reported by FBIS-NES-97-140, May 20, 1997.  

 
49 The Jordanian constitution also guarantees freedom of opinion and freedom of the press.  Article 15(I) grants to every 

Jordanian the right to Aexpress his opinion by speech, in writing, or by means of photographic representation and other forms of 

expression, provided that such does not violate the law.@  Article 15(ii) states: AFreedom of the press and publications shall be 

ensured within the limits of the law.@  Article 15(iv) specifically notes the requirements for imposing censorship of the press and 

other publications: AIn the event of the declaration of martial law or a state of emergency, a limited censorship on newspapers, 

publications, books and broadcasts in matters affecting public safety and national defence may be imposed by law.@ 

 
50  United Nations, Compilation of General Comments and General Recommendations Adopted by Human Rights Treaty Bodies, 
HRI/GEN/1/Rev.2, 29 March 1996, p. 11.   

The amendments to the press and publications law raise conflicts with internationally recognized norms of free expression 
because the provisions attempt to regulate and restrict in unreasonable fashion the content of material published in newspapers and 
other publications.  Article 19(3) of the ICCPR allows restriction of expression only in limited circumstances, namely in the interest of 
Arespect of the rights or reputations of others@ or Athe protection of national security or of public order (ordre public), or of 
public health or morals.@  Such restrictions must be Aprovided by law@ and be Anecessary.@  These exceptions are narrowly framed, and 
the burden of demonstrating their validity rests with the state.   
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In the absence of compelling justifications by the government of Jordan, Human Rights Watch finds that the restrictions on 
expression in the press law amendments create unacceptable infringements on the right to free expression. The content bans are 
arbitrary by two measures: the necessity for such sweeping restrictions has not been demonstrated, and the measures appear 
disproportionate. Bans on material that Apertains to the Jordanian armed forces or the security forces,@ Aoffends the king,@ or 
Afeatures rumors detrimental to the public interest or state agencies or their personnel@ seem designed to bar news and critical 
reporting about government officials and institutions, and the conduct of domestic and foreign policy, rather than to protect national 
security or pubic order. Similarly, the broadly formulated language banning material that Acontains disparaging remarks about 
religions,@ Aharms national unity,@ and Afoments disharmony among members of society@ is both unexplained and subject to arbitrary 
interpretation, and places the burden on journalists and editors to guess what is meant by these ambiguous terms. But it is the state, 
in fact, that must specify the meaning of such terms, and justify any content ban by reference to specific and tangible concerns for 
 national security or public order.      

The content bans appear clearly designed to impose a regime of self-censorship on the press and other publications, 
preventing them from carrying news and other information related to domestic and foreign affairs. In this sense, the provisions 
enacted by the council of ministers in May 1997 are  excessive, and extend beyond what is envisioned in the Jordanian constitution with 
respect to censorship in times of martial law or a state of emergency, neither of which is currently in effect in Jordan.  Article 
15(iv) of the constitution provides that, even in such extraordinary circumstances, only Aa limited censorship@ may be imposed on the 
press, publications and other media Ain matters affecting public safety and national defence.@ 
 

Jordanian government officials have defended the amendments as measures designed to address tabloid weeklies that have  
practiced irresponsible journalism. Yet, the remedy  taken C which imposes broad and harsh restrictions on all newspapers and other 
publications in Jordan C is wholly disproportionate to the perceived problem. The sweeping content bans, for example, are bound to 
affect editorial decisions and journalists= reporting and commentary on a wide range of issues of importance to the public. Further, 
the imposition of prior censorship of all news and other material related to the military and security forces is an unjustifiable 
restriction on the print media=s right to seek and impart, and the public=s right to receive, information and ideas.  
 

The exorbitant fines that may be imposed for violations of the content bans C ranging from over $21,000 to over $35,000, 
and well beyond the financial means of the majority of journalists in Jordan C also appear clearly intended to have a chilling effect 
on what journalists decide to write and what editors decide to cover and publish. As former Information Minister al-Sharif has noted, 
such provisions Awill serve as a permanent threat to journalists in carrying out their duties.@  
 

The provisions of the new law that place restrictions on the operation of privately owned newspapers C such as the 
citizenship and professional experience requirements for chief editors C appear to constitute arbitrary and discriminatory 
interference by the state. The government has not persuasively argued the need for such restrictions.  

 
 
    RECOMMENDATIONSRECOMMENDATIONSRECOMMENDATIONSRECOMMENDATIONS 
 
To the Government ofTo the Government ofTo the Government ofTo the Government of Jordan: Jordan: Jordan: Jordan: 
 
! Ensure that legislation designed to regulate the press and other publications maximizes free expression as guaranteed under 

international human rights law, and further ensure that the imposition of any restrictions on the exercise of freedom of 
expression are specific and narrowly defined so as  not to place in jeopardy the right of free expression itself. 

 
! Repeal the May 1997 law that amends provisions of the press and publications law. 
 
! Facilitate a national debate concerning the full scope of the rights and responsibilities of the press in a democratic 

society, and permit a transparent process by which legislators and other interested parties, including the media, can 
deliberate on the factors that strike the best balance between the full enjoyment of the right to freedom of expression and 
state regulation of the print media.  
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! Ensure that any restrictions imposed by law on free expression C particularly those pertaining to the right of journalists 
and editors to impart information and ideas to the public C meet the following dual test: such restrictions must be specific 
and not vaguely worded, and must be persuasively justified by the government as necessary for the protection of national 
security, public order, public health or morals, or respect for the rights and reputation of others, within the strict limits 
required by international law.  

 
! Further ensure that regulation of the print media is applied on a nondiscriminatory basis, and that financial requirements, as 

well as monetary penalties for violations of the law, do not have the effect, intended or otherwise, of reducing the diversity 
of the print media or enforcing a regime of self-censorship on journalists, editors and publishers.   

 
To the European Union and its Member States:To the European Union and its Member States:To the European Union and its Member States:To the European Union and its Member States: 
 

! In negotiations between the European Commission and the government  of Jordan concerning the E.U.-Jordan 
Association Agreement, make clear  that article 2, specifying respect for human rights and democratic  

principles as an "essential element" of the agreement, includes Jordan's  compliance with the free expression 
standards of article 19 of  the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

    
! In bilateral and multilateral meetings with Jordanian government  officials, urge the government of Jordan to 

repeal the May 1997 decree amending the 1993 press and publications law. 
    
To the United States Government:To the United States Government:To the United States Government:To the United States Government: 
  

! Raise Jordan's compliance with article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in 
bilateral discussions with the government of King Hussein, and urge the government to repeal the May 1997 

decree amending the press and publications law. 
      

! In bilateral talks and in public comments, urge the government of  Jordan to ensure that measures designed to 
regulate the press maximize  free expression, in compliance with international human rights  instruments to 

which Jordan is a party, and to ensure that restrictions on freedom of expression are specific and narrowly 
defined so as not to jeopardize the right to freedom of expression  itself.  

 

To the United States Congress: 
      
! Use scheduled hearings before the Senate Foreign Relations and  House International Relations committees, 

and the Appropriations committees of both houses, to query the Clinton administration regarding the above 
recommendations. 

 
! Convey to the government of Jordan the concern of the Members with policies that unduly restrict freedom of 

expression, and urge the government to repeal the 1997 law that amends the press and publications law of 
1993. 

  *   *   * 
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