
  

MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA OVERVIEW 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Independent citizens and locally-based organizations from Morocco to Iran challenged anachronistic laws and 

undemocratic systems of governance, monitored and  publicized human rights violations, and demanded an end to impunity.  
There were setbacks as well as  progress, but the voices of activists on the ground reached local and international 
audiences. In Algeria, the persistence of families of the Adisappeared@ and their advocates gave the issue visibility in the 
presidential race and put it on the agenda of the new head of state. Tunisia=s beleaguered human rights community was 
increasingly active in 1999 despite continuing government harassment.  Human rights organizations in Egypt received broad 
support from counterparts worldwide as they opposed passage of a deeply flawed law that appeared designed to restrict 
the activities of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Palestinian activists similarly rallied support to pressure the 
executive branch of the Palestinian Authority to implement a progressive NGO law that incorporated activists= input.   

Palestinian and Israeli NGOs= strategy of flooding Israel=s High Court of Justice with petitions yielded results. The 
court ruled in a landmark decision in September that the General Security Service=s systematic use of torture during 
interrogations was illegal, and agreed in January and April to hear petitions challenging the legality of Israel=s policies 
of holding Lebanese nationals hostage for future prisoner exchanges and revoking the rights of Palestinian residents of 
Jerusalem to live there. Women=s rights activists in Jordan were joined by other concerned citizens in an unprecedented 
nationwide campaign to raise awareness and eliminate the horror of  Ahonor killings,@ which claimed the lives of twenty-
two  women in Jordan in 1998 and another sixteen in 1999 as of this writing. The campaign=s grass-roots petition drive to 
abolish penal code provisions that sanctioned lenient punishment for family members who kill women relatives gathered 
some 8,000 signatures in the first month. Women=s  rights activists elsewhere in the region continued to challenge 
discriminatory laws and practices, and campaigned against domestic violence and genital cutting (see Women=s Human 
Rights, below). 

These local initiatives occurred in distinct counterpoint to the bleak and  static situation in countries where 
authorities tolerated no form of political  dissent.  In Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Syria, government-controlled Iraq, and Libya, 
the development of civil society remained hostage to punishing restrictions on the exercise of freedom of expression, 
assembly, and association.   Following the releases in 1999 of Rachid Mesli in Algeria and Khamais Ksila in Tunisia, Syria was 
the only country in the region where human rights defenders continued to serve lengthy prison terms.   

Major political events in the region included changes of the heads of state in Lebanon, Jordan, Morocco, Bahrain, 
Algeria, and Israel; and unsurprising landslide victories at the polls for the long-serving presidents of Syria, Egypt, 
Yemen, and Tunisia. Saudi Arabia=s Crown Prince Abdullah Bin >Abd al->Aziz served as de facto ruler in place of his ailing 
brother King Fahd, and his statements on the need for social and economic reforms reopened debate on  the role of women. 
The political rivalry between factions of the leadership in Iran appeared to drive and even promote violations of human 
rights.  

A new Lebanese government was installed in December 1998 following parliament=s unanimous election of former army 
commander Gen. Emile Lahoud to a six-year presidential term in October 1998.  The deaths in 1999 of King Hussein of Jordan, 
Amir Sheikh >Issa Bin Salman Al Khalifa of Bahrain, and King Hassan of Morocco resulted in succession by their sons in 
unchallenged hereditary transitions. No-choice presidential referendums in Syria and Egypt produced  endorsements of new 
terms of office for former air force commanders Hafez al-Asad and Hosni Mubarak, respectively.  The presidential campaign 
in Algeria, which was characterized by lively debate and genuine choices among the seven candidates, was marred by the 
last-minute withdrawal of six candidates who charged election rigging to favor Abdelaziz Bouteflika. The region=s only free 
and fair vote occurred in May in Israel, where prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu was defeated by former IDF chief of 
general staff Lt. Gen. Ehud Barak, who promised a speedy conclusion of final status negotiations with the Palestinians and 
withdrawal from south Lebanon. In September, Yemen=s  first direct presidential election resulted in an overwhelming 
victory for President Ali Abdullah Saleh. Leading opposition political parties boycotted the polls after parliament 
rejected the nomination of their candidate.        On October 24, Tunisian President Ben Ali was reelected with 99.42 percent of 



the vote, according to the official count. The ruling party captured 92 percent of the vote for parliamentary seats; 
however, a new electoral law reserved 20 percent of the seats for other parties. 

Most  newly installed heads of state and some other appointed public officials pledged support for rights-related 
reform or took some encouraging steps to address long-standing human rights problems:  
 

P   Lebanon=s new cabinet of ministers on December 21, 1998, lifted the controversial ban on demonstrations that had 
been in effect by decree since September 1993.  
 

P  Jordan=s King Abdullah instructed newly appointed prime minister Abdel Raouf Rawabdeh on March 4 to form a 
government that would Aentrench democacy@ and Aprotect human rights.@ The king also endorsed the amendment of laws that 
inflicted Ainjustice@ on women and undermined their rights. 
 

P  Qatar held its first municipal elections in March, in which citizens over the age of eighteen, including women, had 
the right to vote. Six women competed as candidates but none won seats. In July, Amir Sheikh Hamed bin Khalifa al-Thani 
appointed a thirty-two member Committee for Preparing a Permanent Constitution. It was given three years to draft the 
document which will include provisions for an elected parliament. 

 
P  Saudi Crown Prince >Abdullah Bin >Abd al>Aziz spoke repeatedly on the need to expand women=s role in society, 

saying in April that Awe will allow no one, whoever they are, to undermine her or marginalize her active role in serving 
her religion and country.@  
 

P  Amir Sheikh Jabr al-Ahmad Al Sabah of Kuwait issued a decree in May  allowing women to vote in general 
elections beginning in the year 2003.     The decree, issued after parliament had been dissolved, was subject to parliamentary 
review.  Some parliamentarians who opposed the process by which the decree was issued nevertheless introduced separate 
legislation supporting women=s sufferage.        
    

P  Israel=s new minister of justice, Yossi Beilin, promised in July to push for an end to emergency regulations that 
Israel used to administratively detain Lebanese nationals as hostages for future negotiations. 
 

P  Egypt=s new  prosecutor general, Maher Abdel Wahid, pledged in August  that his office would carry out closer 
oversight of prison conditions, a responsibility under Egyptian law that had long been systematically neglected by his  
predecessor.  
 

P  Algerian President Bouteflika discarded the prevailing official discourse that sought to minimize the devastation 
wrought by that country=s internal conflict. He announced in June that the number of Algerians killed was actually 
100,000 and abandoned the insistence that the state had no role in the phenomenon of Adisappearances.@ 
 

P  King Mohamed VI of Morocoo began implementing pledges of reform,  permitting the return from exile of the 
country=s most prominent former political prisoner, Abraham Serfaty. Arrested in 1974, tortured, and then imprisoned for 
life for his leftist political activities, Serfaty refused to petition King Hassan II for clemency or to yield to his demand 
that he recognize the disputed Western Sahara territory  as part of Morocco. Serfaty was freed in 1991 but immediately 
expelled to France on patently spurious grounds that he was not a Moroccan citizen. His eight-year-long campaign to 
return to the country of his birth bore no fruit under King Hassan II. 

 There were disappointing restrictions on freedom of expression, including  academic freedom and freedom of the press. 
The patterns of  harassment and arrest of independent journalists were  somber anachronisms in the face of increasing 
global circulation of news, information, and opinions of all kinds on the Internet and the regional popularity of 
uncensored  political programming on Qatar=s al-Jazeera satellite television station.     



Academic freedom came under new assault in Egypt, Jordan, and Kuwait. Government censors banned a variety of books 
at the prestigious American University of Cairo (AUC), including Children of Gabalawi by Naguib Mahfouz, Woman at Point Zero 
by Nawal el-Saadawi,  and  Muslim Extremism in Egypt by Giles Kepel. The head of the government=s press and publications 
department charged that AUC was Adeliberately ordering books that can=t be allowed in the country because they violate our 
religion, culture and traditions.@  The president of the University of Jordan, reportedly capitulating to pressure from the 
prime minister and the head of the General Intelligence Directorate, on July 14 demanded the resignation of Mustafa 
Hamarneh as director of the university=s Centre for Strategic Studies (CSS). Under Hamarneh, it had gained regional and 
international recognition as an independent research center, and published an opinion survey on June 20 showing a decline 
in the government=s popularity.   

An appeals court in Kuwait on October 4 sentenced Ahmad al-Baghdadi, chair of Kuwait University=s political science 
department, to one month in prison for a 1996 article in a student newspaper that discussed  the Prophet Muhamed.  
Although al-Baghdadi said that he had not written about the prophet as a person but about his style of proseletization, the 
court found him guilty of Aspreading views that ridicule, scorn, or belittle religion@ under the press and publications law. 
 Professors at Kuwait University went on strike to protest the ruling, which was also condemned by the journalists= 
association and members of parliament. Al-Baghdadi was released on October 18 after being pardoned by the amir, Sheik 
Jaber Al Ahmed Al Sabah. 

In October, an investigating magistrate in Lebanon revived  a case against the internationally prominent  Lebanese 
singer and composer Marcel Khalifa, recommending criminal prosecution for Ainsulting religious values by using a verse 
from the chapter of Joseph from the Holy Koran in a song.@ Kahlifa=s 1995 album included AI am Yousef, O Father,@ based on 
a work of Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish, which included this line from a Koranic verse: AI saw eleven stars, and the sun 
and the moon bowing down before me.@ The spiritual leader of Lebanon=s Sunni Muslims, Sheikh Muhamed Kabbani, said that 
musical arrangements of Koranic verses were prohibited. Khalifa faces imprisonment of six months to three years if charged 
and convicted. Lebanese Muslim and Christian intellectuals, politicians, and religious figures quickly denounced the action, 
rallied to Khalifa=s defense, and gave him a standing ovation when he performed the song in Beirut on October 5. 

Lebanon=s 1962 publications law permitted the minister of information to ban by decree Aany foreign publication that 
disturbs security, harms national feeling, breeds discord  among the people, and provokes confessional frictions.@  In May, 
the ministry banned From Israel to Jerusalem, a book published in 1999 in the U.S. It was written by Robert Hatem, a former 
aide to Lebanese Forces militia leader Elie Houbeika, and  included allegations of crimes committed by Houbeika and his 
associates during Lebanon=s civil war.  The information ministry also banned publication of any excerpts from the book, and 
confiscated several issues of the United Arab Emirates daily al-Ittihad because the paper published parts of the book. The 
book was accessible to readers in Lebanon in its entirety on the Internet.  

Authorities throughout the region targeted independent newspapers and journalists. Syria banned the entry of the 
pan-Arab daily newspaper al-Quds al-Arabi (London), and Tunisian authorities blocked distribution of selected issues of the 
French dailies Le Monde and Liberation. In Iran, four independent  newspapers were shut down between November 1998 and 
September 1999. A Kuwaiti court in May ordered al-Hadath magazine closed for one month and fined two of its journalists 
for publishing an article which included what the information ministry termed Aindecent phrases and words.@ The case 
followed a January ruling by an appeal court to repeal the closure order and six month jail sentence on blasphemy 
charges against al-Qabas newspaper=s editor in chief Mohammad Saqr. Kuwait=s constitutional court had refused in that 
case to review the legality of Kuwait=s 1961 press law.  

Independent journalists faced harassment, detention, and imprisonment. In Egypt, where libel remained a criminal 
offense under the penal code, three journalists from the opposition biweekly al-Sha=b were sentenced to two years in 
prison in August for articles that were harshly critical of the minister of agriculture.  The editor in chief of Jordan=s 
independent daily al-Arab al-Youm, Azzam Younis, was arrested in September for publishing articles critical of the 
government=s crackdown on senior Hamas members in the kingdom. Taoufik Ben Brik, one of the few Tunisian journalists 
willing to write about the country=s repressive atmosphere, was briefly detained and suffered harassment throughout the 
year. 

Restrictions on movement due to Israel=s closure of access to and between the West Bank and Gaza made it difficult 
for Palestinian journalists to carry out their work. The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) sometimes imposed Aclosed military 



zones,@ blocking access of journalists to areas where demonstrations, house demolitions, or settlement expansion was 
taking place. Palestinian Authority security forces used arrests, interrogations, and closures to intimidate critical 
journalists. In Yemen, independent journalists were harassed and  faced prosecution in criminal courts  and newspapers 
were closed. Journalists in Iran were also detained and prosecuted. For example, a revolutionary court in June ordered the 
closure of the student bi-weekly newspaper Hoveyat-e Khish and its editor and director were detained on accusations of 
Aspreading anti-Islamic propaganda.@ In July, the press court ordered the detention of an editor of  Sobh-e Emrouz, a 
reformist daily, following publication of an article that the Tehran public prosecutor said distorted and insulted Islam. 

Parliaments in Jordan and Iran reexamined press laws. Jordanian journalists and others raised concerns about the 1998 
law, calling for more progressive legislation. In September, parliament annulled the law=s controversial article 37, which 
banned writing on fourteen topics, including anything that disparaged the king and the royal family, or criticized leaders 
of  AArab, Islamic or friendly countries.@ Parliament also voted to reduce capital requirements for nondaily newspapers, 
lower fines for journalists, and allow newspapers to publish while on trial for press law violations. Despite the 
elimination of article 37, Jordanian journalists remained fearful  of criminal prosecution for writing on subjects made 
taboo in the penal code. In October, King Abdullah reinforced this fear with a warning to journalists that press freedom 
should not be used to Aharm Jordan=s image,@ Arelations with its sister states,@ and Anational unity.@  In Iran,  amendments 
to the 1985 press law which would weaken limited press freedom safeguards passed a first reading in July.  

Despite these setbacks, free expression continued to make inroads through satellite television and the Internet. The 
blunt political programming on Qatar=s news and information satelllite television channel, al-Jazeera, which began 
broadcasting to the Arab world in 1996, continued to attract large audiences and offend governments throughout the 
region.  Financed for its initial five years with $137 million from the Qatari government, the station hosted political 
dissidents and featured uncensored debates on topics ranging from polygamy to human rights. In November 1998, Jordanian 
authorities shut down Jazeera=s office in Amman by revoking the press credentials of the station=s employees. The action 
followed a broadcast of the popular talk show al-Itijah al-Mu=akis (The Opposite Direction) during which host Faisal al-
Qasim, a guest, and call-in viewers made comments that the government considered Aslander@ against Jordan. The office 
was  permitted to reopen in March 1999.  Kuwait=s ministry of information closed the  office of  Jazeera there on June 19 
and revoked the work permits of its staff  after a caller criticized the amir in a live broadcast; the ban was lifted on 
July  31 after negotiation with the station. On June 29, Bahrain expelled the host of the program, Hamad al-Ansari, 
professor of Islamic law at Qatar University, who was there to give a lecture. Security forces reportedly told al-Ansari 
that he was being expelled for insulting the Kuwaiti amir. 

Internet users grew to an estimated one million in the Arab world, and another 600,000 in Israel.  Saudi citizens were 
able for the first time to obtain Internet access locally. Iraq and Libya were the only countries without Internet 
connections, while Syria was linked but allowed access to only selected segments of society. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Tunisia, 
and the United Arab Emirates were among the countries that blocked access to one or more political or human rights 
websites that displeased the authorities.  In Jordan, Egypt, Morocco, Algeria, and elsewhere authorities were not known to 
restrict political content online, thereby allowing local users access to information that was taboo in the local print 
and broadcast media. However, users in some countries, including Tunisia and Bahrain, voiced wariness about possible 
government surveillance of e-mail and monitoring of political Achat rooms.@ 

As citizens around the region organized themselves and publicly advocated reform, there was evidence that at least two 
governments sought to undermine the independence and vitality of civil society organizations. In May, Egypt=s president 
Mubarak signed Law No. 153 of 1999, which provided for sweeping state regulation of  virtually every aspect of NGO activity, 
from raising funds to affiliating with other NGOs locally and internationally. The legislation generated controversy from 
the moment it began circulating in draft form in 1998 because of the wide powers of monitoring and interference it 
granted to the social affairs ministry, including actions to dissolve NGOs and deny them legal status. The law also set 
forth ten Acrimes@ under which activists were subjected to fines and imprisonment of  up to one year for a carrying out 
vaguely worded banned activities. 
    Support by  the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) for an expanded role for local NGOs made it a target in the 
Palestinian Authority=s crackdown on human rights organizations.  After failing in December 1998 to obtain approval of  a 
clause requiring NGOs to  register with the ministry of interior in the draft NGO law, President Arafat refused to sign 



the law and insisted on an additional irregular vote in May.  When legislators and NGOs stood firm, the executive mounted a 
public campaign against NGOs,  accusing them of corruption and treason, and passed its amendments by engineering a 
legislative vote on August 12. 

The prevailing environment remained one of discrimination and tolerance for violence against women, despite some 
positive developments such as Egypt=s banning and revocation of the law that allowed rapists to marry their victims and 
escape prosecution, and the participation of women in Qatar=s first municipal elections. Women across the region continued 
to face legal, political, and socio-economic discrimination that  violated their rights to equality and full citizenship.  For 
example, Syrian women were considered minors under the personal    status code and thus in need of a male guardian to 
contract marriage.  Egyptian women married to foreigners or stateless men could not pass their nationality to their 
children, and women in Jordan could not be issued a passport without the approval of a male guardian. Women=s 
subordinated status in the family and society, and their marginalization and underrepresentation in public life,  made them 
all the more vulnerable to political and domestic violence.  Compounding the problem of high rates of domestic violence, 
incidents of violence against women were underreported, and victims faced inadequate and biased investigations, lack of 
legal redress, and insufficient budgets for shelters and for provisions of counseling services.  As for political violence, 
women in Algeria continued to be targeted by militant Islamist groups.  They were abducted, enslaved, raped and often later 
murdered.   

Women activists launched public campaigns to publicize abuses, eliminate violence and discrimination, and claim their 
rights.  For example, Palestinian women in the West Bank and Gaza continued to press for improvements through a Amodel 
parliament@ on women=s status and family law. Israeli women mobilized in support of a bill in parliament enabling women to 
choose between religious and civil courts in matters of divorce and child custody. Although eleven countries in the region 
ratified the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the majority had 
reservations to the convention that undermined and contradicted its letter and spirit.  

The killing and injury of civilians that accompanied internal political violence in Algeria, Egypt,  Israel, and the 
occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip was at the decade=s all-time low, although  military operations in Iraq, Lebanon, and 
northern Israel killed and injured civilians. The  comprehensive U.N. Security Council economic sanctions remained in place 
against Iraq and continued to impose life-threatening conditions to civilians that were only partially offset by the 
Aenhanced oil-for-food@ program.  

Lebanon remained the primary stage for the ongoing military confrontation between Israel and Lebanese guerrillas 
fighting to end the occupation in the part of south Lebanon that Israel termed  its Asecurity zone,@ and it was again in 
Lebanon where the overwhelming majority of  civilian casualties in this conflict occurred.  For example, on December 22, 
1998, a Lebanese woman and her six children were killed when missiles fired from Israeli F-16 aircraft hit their house in the 
Beka= valley.  IDF chief of general staff Gen. Shaul Mufaz termed the casualties a Amishap@ caused by Ahuman error.@ The 
reported target was  a nearby Hizballah radio station. Guerrillas responded by launching    indiscriminately some sixty Katyusha 
rockets into northern Israel which injured twelve Israelis. In a statement claiming responsibility, Hizballah said: AViolence 
must be answered by violence. Their blood must be spilled for ours.@  Guerrillas again fired rockets into northern Israel on 
May 18, 1999, after an Israeli aircraft attack killed two Lebanese civilians in Zawtar al-Sharkiyeh village on May 17.  

On June 24, outgoing prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu ordered the Israeli  air force to bomb civilian infrastructure 
throughout Lebanon, killing ten civilians. The attacks were  reprisals for Hizballah rockets launched into northern  Israel, 
which in turn were characterized as  reprisals for earlier attacks by the IDF and its auxiliary Lebanese militia which it 
financed and armed, the South Lebanon Army (SLA),  that killed and injured Lebanese civilians. Destruction of transformers 
at the Jamhour electrical power plant in Beirut=s suburbs, followed by attacks on the Bsalim station several hours later, 
left the capital in darkness and with electricity supplied only erratically for weeks thereafter.  Two facilities providing 
electricty to Ba=albeck and Bint Jbail, and the power relay station north of Sidon, were also attacked. IDF Brig. Gen. Dan 
Halutz said at a press conference on June 25 that the infrastructure targets Ahad been selected a long time ago,@ and 
that Athe government decided to carry out an attack on Lebanese infrastructure and not only on Hizballah objectives...in 
order to stress that all power brokers in Lebanon who support Hizballah=s murderous activity are liable to attack.@  
Hizballah responded by firing  additional Katyushas into northern Israel, leaving two Israelis dead. 



Lebanese civilians continued to be forcibly expelled from occupied south Lebanon by the SLA.  The victims, who included 
children and the elderly, received no advance notice and were not permitted to bring personal possessions with them. The 
expulsions, which have been carried out since 1985, have dispossessed hundreds of Lebanese who were punished because 
relatives deserted the SLA,  refused to join the militia, or were  suspected members of  guerrilla groups. Others were 
expelled for refusal to serve as informers for the SLA=s intelligence apparatus. The expulsions from Israeli-occupied 
territory violated international humanitarian law and constituted grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions. 
   In September, Israel=s ministry of defense admitted for the first time that the General Security Service (GSS) trained 
SLA interrogators at Khiyam prison in occupied south Lebanon where torture appeared to be systematic. Responding to a 
High Court of Justice petition brought by Israeli human rights organizations, IDF Brig. Gen. Dan Halutz wrote in an affidavit 
that AGSS personnel cooperate with members of the SLA, and even assist them by means of professional guidance and 
training.@ Halutz added that the GSS did not Aparticipate in the frontal interrogation@ of detainees in Khiam, although he 
conceded that Acertain detainees under interrogation are examined by means of polygraph by the Israeli side in the 
framework of the cooperation@ between the SLA and the IDF.  

In Iraq the expanded Aoil-for-food@ program authorized under Security Council Resolution 1153 (1998) had some positive 
impact on the humanitarian crisis stemming from the comprehensive Security Council embargo and the Iraqi government=s 
policies. The overall humanitarian situation, however, remained critical. One indication was the UNICEF child and maternal 
mortality survey released in August showing that infants and children under five in the area controlled by the government 
of Iraq were dying at more than twice the rate of a decade ago, before the embargo was imposed. The International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) warned in May of the Asteady deterioration of living conditions@ and stressed that 
Ahumanitarian action alone can not be a substitute for the country=s needs.@ Referring to its own water, sanitation and 
health sector programs, the statement said: AWhile, for the ICRC, action comes first, it is also its duty, as the guardian of 
humanitarian law, to draw the attention of the world community to the prevailing humanitarian situation in Iraq.@  

On December 16, 1998, U.S. and U.K. forces commenced four nights of missile and aircraft attacks on Iraq following the 
report of the chairman of UNSCOM, the U.N.=s special disarmament commission, that Iraq had again failed to cooperate with it 
fully. Between December 28 and October 3, 1999 according to U.S. military sources, U.S. and U.K. warplanes launched 27,000 
sorties and dropped 1,650 bombs against 385 targets, mainly antiaircraft installations which they claimed challenged 
enforcement of the Ano-fly@ zones in the north and south of the country. The U.S. military  reportedly dismissed as 
Aexaggerated@ Iraqi claims that nearly 200 civilians had been killed and nearly 500 injured in these attacks. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
There were sharp contrasts in the treatment of human rights defenders in the region, reflecting official attitudes 

that ranged from tolerant to hostile.  In the repressive environments of  Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Iraq, Libya, and Syria it 
was impossible to monitor and report openly on  human rights developments. Five activists remained behind bars in Syria, 
serving prison terms of eight to ten years that the supreme state security court imposed in 1992. One of them, writer and 
journalist Nizar Nayouf, continued to suffer from poor health in solitary confinement at Mezze military prison, and Syrian 
authorities were unresponsive to repeated appeals from Arab and international NGOs for his release on humanitarian 
grounds. In Algeria, human rights lawyer Rachid Mesli left prison in July after serving three years for Aadvocating 
terrorism,@  a charge introduced into his trial at the last minute. 

In the absence of independent human rights organizations in Iran, journalists and  intellectuals filled the gap, 
reporting violations in the press and raising questions about state policies. In a promising development in August, the 
establishment of the Association to Protect Press Freedom brought together writers, editors, journalists, and publishers in 
defense of freedom of expression. In another positive development, Tunisian activist Khamais Ksila, a vice president of the 
Tunisian League for Human Rights, was conditionally released after serving the second year of a three-year prison term 
imposed because a communique he wrote in his own name sharply criticizing the lack of civil liberties under President Ben 
Ali.    

Palestinian Authority (PA) officials and the semi-official Palestinian press accused human rights activists and 
organizations of treason and corruption for publicizing violations and accepting foreign funding, and threatened 
prosecution.  The PA security apparatus continued to target and harass human rights defenders. Prominent activist Dr. Eyad 



Sarraj, director of the Gaza Community Mental Health Program, was summoned on August 5 to Gaza Police Headquarters and 
informed that President Arafat had ordered his arrest and interrogation because of his article about the P.A.=s crackdown 
on human rights organizations in the August issue of the monthly magazine People=s Rights (Jerusalem).  After questioning, 
Sarraj was informed that he could not leave the country until further notice because his case was under investigation. 

Bahraini, Tunisian, and Palestinian human rights lawyers  also came under pressure during the year. Lawyers in Bahrain 
were warned not to defend certain clients in security cases, and Abdullah Hashim, who had earlier been acquitted on  an 
adultery charge intended to disbar him, was prevented from traveling in January after filing a writ of habeus corpus for a 
client. Outspoken lawyers in Tunisia were subjected to highly visible surveillance which intimidated their clients, and over 
twenty lawyers were denied passports for part or all of the year. P.A. security forces arbitrarily denied Palestinian 
lawyers access to clients. In May police barred lawyers with three human  rights organizations from seeing clients in 
prisons under police custody in Gaza.   

 In Egypt, local human rights organizations took the lead in opposing the government=s proposed new NGO law, 
repeatedly warning that its restrictive provisions would cripple independent civil society. As of this writing, criminal 
charges remained pending  against the secretary general of the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR), lawyer 
Hafez Abu Sa=ada, and EOHR lawyer and researcher Mustafa Zeidan, who were targeted for publishing a report that 
documented police torture in a predominantly Christian village in Upper Egypt in 1998. The inhospitable climate for rights 
groups in Egypt was exemplified in June when social affairs minister Mervat Tellawi said at a press conference that the 
organizations were Aillegal@ because they were not registered with her ministry and their publications included Agroundless 
claims.@ 

Human rights defenders launched several initiatives to promote joint work on regional and international rights issues. 
The First International Conference of the Arab Human Rights Movement was held in Casablanca on April 23-25, attended by 
one hundred participants and observers from forty human rights organizations based in fifteen countries. It was organized 
by the independent Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies and hosted by the Moroccan Organization for Human Rights. The 
conference adopted the Casablanca Declaration, a detailed document that described the international context of the Arab 
human rights movement; affirmed the right to self determination and peace based on justice; condemned violence in internal 
armed conflicts and Aintellectual terrorism@ of all kinds; and articulated ten responsibilities of the Arab human rights 
movement, including recognition of women=s and children=s rights, promotion of human rights in Arab and Islamic cultures, 
and achievement of economic and social rights.    

Egyptian NGOs established in May the Egyptian Coalition for an International Criminal Court.  In June, the Cairo-based 
Arab Center for the Independence of the Judiciary and the Legal Profession organized in Beirut the First Arab Conference 
on Justice, which saw the creation of the Arab NGOs Coalition for an International Criminal Court. Its  thirty-two founding 
members included independent Arab organizations based in Algeria, Egypt, France, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, Palestine, 
Tunisia, and Yemen. The coalition=s goals included public education concerning the importance of the ICC and advocacy 
directed at Arab states= ratification of the statute of the International Criminal Court statute.  
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

In an unprecedented move, the High Contracting Parties (HCP) of the Fourth Geneva Convention (relative to the 
Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War) met on July 15 to discuss Ameasures to enforce the Convention in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory, including Jerusalem, and to ensure respect thereof in accordance with common article 1.@ 
Common article 1 required HCPs Ato respect and ensure respect for the present Convention in all circumstances.@ The 
meeting  adjourned only minutes after opening, with HCPs reaffirming Athe applicability of the Fourth Geneva Convention to 
the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including Jerusalem,@ but refraining from taking any action or setting a date for 
future meetings, pointing instead to an Aimproved atmosphere in the Middle East as a whole@ following the election of a 
new Israeli government. The meeting had been called for in a series of U.N. General Assembly Emergency Special Session 
resolutions, dating back to 1997, but strong U.S. pressure to prevent a meeting and Swiss reluctance to take responsibility 
for organizing it had caused repeated delays. 



          
European Union 

Human rights did not appear prominently on the agendas of the E.U. or of member states in 1999. Iran and Algeria, two 
countries previously high on the E.U. agenda had embarked on political reforms that indicated intent to improve civil and 
political rights in those countries. European leaders generally endorsed the policies of President Mohamed Khatami of Iran, 
and expressed approval of the efforts of Algeria=s new president, Abd al-Aziz Bouteflika, to end the civil strife there. At 
the same time, setbacks to human rights in other countries, from Tunisia to Bahrain, generally did not attract public 
comment or affect political and commercial relations. 
  According to the most recent available data, compiled by the U.S. Congressional Research Service, six Middle East 
countriesCSaudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Algeria, Israel and KuwaitCwere among the top seven recipients 
of arms transfers  in 1998. European countries, led by France and the U.K., continued to be major suppliers of military 
weapons and services in the region, accounting for 36  percent of total arms transfer agreements in the 1995-98 period. 

There was little movement in 1999 in the ABarcelona process@ of establishing a Euro-Mediterranean free trade and 
cooperative security zone. Efforts in this area were immobilized for much of the year by the impasse in Israeli-Palestinian 
negotiations, and by resistance in some Middle East countries to the dislocations likely to accompany the requisite economic 
restructuring and privatization. However, the association agreement with Morocco was ratified by Belgium in December 1998 
and by Italy in October 1999, paving the way for its going into operation. In July negotiations on an association agreement 
with Egypt were concluded, after four years. 

Tunisia remained the only country with an operational Association Agreement, but as the parties prepared for a 
November 1999 ministerial meeting the E.U. gave no indication of how it planned to reconcile Tunisia=s deplorable human 
rights record, especially its harsh treatment of human rights defenders, with article 2=s stipulation that the agreement 
was premised on Arespect for human rights and democratic principles.@ There was no public discussion of the means with 
which compliance with these treaty obligations could be effectively monitored and its implicit human rights conditionality 
made operational. 

With regard to human rights, the Achairman=s formal conclusions@ of the Third Euro-Mediterranean Conference of 
Foreign Ministers, held in Stuttgart in mid-April, could only report that they had Awelcomed the continuing initiatives 
relating to the exchange of information on the signature of international instruments in the fields of disarmament and 
arms control, terrorism, human rights, and international humanitarian law.@ The ministers also agreed that Libya, which 
attended the Euro-Mediterranean ministerial meetings for the first time as a guest, would become a Afull member@ of the 
process once all U.N. Security Council sanctions were lifted. 
 
United States 

The U.S. continued to devote considerable high-level diplomatic attention to the Middle East. Assistant Secretary of 
State Martin Indyk, in the administration=s foreign assistance budget presentation to Congress for fiscal year 2000, 
identified Aadvancing the Middle East peace process, countering the Iraqi threat, ensuring stability in the oil-rich Gulf, 
and promoting democratic values and religious tolerance@ as top priorities. $3.3 billion of the department=s $5.5 billion 
request for regional programs covered grants for sales of military equipment and services. Proposed funding for 
democracy programs was approximately $25 million, more than half of which was allocated to the West Bank and Gaza for 
A[s]trengthening the capacities of the legislature, executive authority, and judiciary, as well as civil society 
organizations.@ The presentation cited opportunities for supporting human rights and democracy efforts in Algeria, Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, and Yemen while avoiding reference to Tunisia and Bahrain or other Persian Gulf states. 

Congressional and public diplomatic attention to human rights in the region was generally confined to issues of 
religious freedom. Ninety-three senators and representatives wrote Egypt=s President Mubarak in February concerning 
reports of police torture of mainly Christian inhabitants of al-Kosheh and the subsequent arrest of the secretary general 
of the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights following the release of that organization=s report on the incident, and 
President Clinton privately raised the question of treatment of Egypt=s Christian community during President Mubarak=s 
official visit to Washington in June. Robert Seiple, who was sworn in as ambassador at large for international religious 
freedom, visited Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia, and met with officials of those countries and the Palestinian Authority. The 



first Annual Report on International Religious Freedom, mandated by the U.S.  International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 
and released in early September, included extensive coverage of the Middle East. The majority of specific U.S. interventions 
concerned treatment of native or resident Christian communities or individuals. An exception was the attention of the U.S. 
embassy in Morocco to that government=s continued house arrest of Shaikh Yassine, the country=s leading Islamist figure.  

According to the 1999 Congressional Research Service annual report on conventional arms sales, Middle East countries 
represented two-thirds of all U.S. arms sales agreements to developing countries in the 1995-1998 period. U.S. companies 
and institutions accounted for more than 35 percent of all arms transfer agreements with the region in this period, with 
nearly 65 percent  of the largest country market, Saudi Arabia.  According to U.S. Department of Defense data for fiscal 
year 1998, Middle East countries accounted for $7 billion in deliveries of Adefense articles and services@ and construction, 
more than half of the global total of $13.9 billion for that year. 
 

The Work of Human Rights Watch 
Human Rights Watch documented and protested wide-ranging violations across the region, with a primary focus on 

freedom of expression, assembly, and association.  We advocated reform of repressive laws and protection of the expression 
of diverse viewpoints. We welcomed government initiatives to address long-standing human rights abuses but demanded an 
end to impunity and challenged state sovereignty particularly in the face of crimes against humanity. We pressed the U.S., 
and also looked beyond it to European and regional governments as well as intergovernmental bodies not to sacrifice 
human rights for political or other considerations in their dealings with states in the region.   

We extended our outreach to broader segments of the region=s population through greater use of translations into 
Arabic, Farsi, and French; wider dissemination of our published materials in print and broadcast media; and the launch of  
an Arabic web-site.     The web-site enabled Human Rights Watch to inform Arabic speakers about the worldwide activities and 
campaigns of the organization,  establish linkages with human rights related web-sites and associations in the region and 
elsewhere, and experiment with web-based campaigning techniques.     

One of our highest priorities remained consultation and coordination with local and regional human rights groups aimed 
at effective action to end abuses and to ensure that our priorities reflected the concerns in the region. We attended and 
presented papers at the First International Conference of the Arab Human Rights Movement and the First Arab Conference 
on Justice. Both events provided opportunities to exchange information and discuss strategies with local and regional NGOs.    
    In April we participated in an NGO conference on Human Rights and Citizenship in the Mediterranean Region, which 
addressed a number of human rights concerns to the parallel meeting of Euro-Mediterranean foreign ministers. Human 
Rights Watch representatives also visited Bahrain, Egypt, Israel, the occupied territories and Palestinian Authority 
controlled areas, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco  and met with local human rights activists, journalists, government 
officials, judges, , , , and diplomats, among others.    

We gave greater emphasis to strategies for protecting and enlarging the public space for diverse points of view, and 
throughout the year we called attention to restrictions on freedom of expression and association. We contacted government 
officials in Jordan and Lebanon about the press and publication laws; in    Egypt about penal code provisions that enabled 
criminal courts to imprison journalists; and in the Palestinian Authority about illegal arrests of journalists and closures 
of media outlets. In October we published our findings on state regulation of the press in Iran and called for legal and 
administrative safeguards to protect the media from being muzzled.  We also documented state regulation of the Internet, 
and published our findings and recommendations in June.   

We protested restrictions on freedom of association and assembly in Egypt, Tunisia, and Iran. We communicated  our 
concerns about Egypt=s new NGO law in letters to government officials and members of parliament. In Tunisia we pressed 
interior minister Ali Chaouch to grant  legal status to a newly formed human rights organization, the Conseil National des 
Libertes en Tunisie (CNLT), and in May and June we protested the arrests of Omar Mestiri and Moncef Marzouki, respectively, 
for activities related to the CNLT. In July, we condemned the apparent victimisation of Abderraouf Chammari  in reprisal for 
the human rights activities of his brother, Khemais Chammari, who lived in France. 

We condemned the July 9  assault on students in residence halls at Tehran University and urged Leader of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to prosecute those responsible and ensure the release of detained students. 



Following the subsequent violent clashes between students, security forces, and armed militias we called for a public 
inquiry and appealed for fair trials for detainees accused of instigating the violence. 

We campaigned throughout the year on behalf of imprisoned and persecuted human rights defenders in Tunisia, Syria, and 
Egypt. In Tunisia they included Khemais Kesila, who was  released in September,  and lawyer Radhia Nasraoui who in July 
received a six-month suspended sentence after a grossly unfair trial which was attended by observers representing several 
international human rights groups, including Human Rights Watch. We continued to call for  the release on humanitarian 
grounds of Syrian writer and human rights activist Nizar Nayouf, who was serving a ten-year sentence at Mezze military 
prison in Damascus and was reportedly in poor health and suffering from Hodgkin=s disease, despite denials from 
authorities. We responded quickly when  two Egyptian human rights lawyers were threatened by prosecutors  in December 
1998 and one was detained for six days. 

As part of our efforts to bring an end to impunity, we continued to press governments to account for past 
abusesCincluding torture, deaths in custody, and Adisappearances@Cand bring to justice those responsible and compensate 
victims and their families. We wrote to Egyptian officials in March about the still-unpublished findings of the official 
investigation into the 1994 death in custody of lawyer Abdel Harith Madani. In September, as a measure to combat torture, we 
urged Egypt=s new prosecutor general  to conduct prompt and transparent investigations of all deaths in  police custody 
and to hold accountable those found responsible for actions contributing to such deaths. Also in September, following the 
Israeli High Court of Justice=s ruling that many of the General Security Service=s interrogation techniques were illegal, we 
urged the minister of justice to begin torture prosecutions and to introduce legislation to outlaw torture definitively. As 
in past years, the Syrian government did not reply to our letters of inquiry about individual cases of Adisappearances.@  

In light of the Algerian government=s failure to conduct or allow any credible investigation into killings which have 
taken the lives of over 100,000 people, and routine practices such as torture and Adisappearances@ attributed to 
government security forces, we urged the U.N. Human Rights Commission to establish a special rapporteur on Algeria. We 
also recommended that the commission=s member states press Algeria to allow representatives of the various U.N. human 
rights mechanisms to visit the country. As of this writing, requests of Human Rights Watch to visit Algeria went 
unanswered. 

As the international community witnessed the gradual crumbling of the defense of Anational sovereignty@ by those 
opposed to being held accountable for of crimes against humanity, we encouraged governments in the region to join Jordan 
and over eighty other states worldwide to sign the treaty to establish the International Criminal Court. Human Rights Watch 
joined forces with other NGOs in seeking opportunities to expose perpetrators of crimes against humanity and where 
possible to bring them to justice. In August  we urged the governments of Austria and Jordan to take into custody and 
bring to justice Izzat Ibrahim al-Duri, vice-chair of Iraq=s Revolutionary Command Council, who had visited Vienna for medical 
treatment and returned to Iraq via Amman.  

In July, we published documented cases of summary expulsion and forced transfer of civilians, including women, 
children, and the elderly from their homes and villages in Israeli-occupied Lebanon.  The expulsions had been carried out 
since 1985 with little international publicity. We released a report of the findings at simultaneous press conferences in 
Beirut and Jerusalem. Israeli defense ministry officials refused meetings with Human Rights Watch representatives in July to 
discuss the issue.   

Human Rights Watch also used visits of high-level officials to and from countries in the region as a focus for advocacy 
work. For example, during the March visit of  President Khatami to ItalyCthe first state visit by a president of the Islamic 
Republic to an E.U. countryCwe urged Italian premier Massimo D=Alema to raise the issue of extrajudicial executions 
attributed to the government and the scores of assasinations abroad of government opponents. In the same month we urged 
U.S. first lady Hillary Clinton, who was visiting  Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia  to raise issues of discrimination and violence 
against women, and we pressed President Clinton to raise with visiting Palestinian President Arafat concerns about 
grossly unfair trials, sometimes leading to executions, before the P.A.=s military and state security courts.  

We were critical of the U.S. when it appeared that its rights-related actions or statements weakened or undermined 
the universality and enforceability of international standards. For example, in July we expressed to President Clinton our 
dismay at statements by Vice-President Al Gore and Assistant Secretary of State Martin Indyk aimed at derailing a 
precedent-setting meeting of the High Contracting Parties to the Fourth Geneva Convention to discuss measures to enforce 



the convention in the Israeli-occupied territories. We urged the administration to affirm publicly that respect for 
international humanitarian law generally and the Geneva Conventions in particular remained a bedrock of U.S. policy, and 
that the protections afforded by the conventions were not a matter for negotiation between parties to a conflict.            In 
October we raised with attorney general Janet Reno her decision to order the deportation of Hani El-Sayegh to Saudi 
Arabia.  The U.S.said it  had obtained assurances from Saudi Arabia that El-Sayegh would not be tortured, and thus satisfied 
a narrow reading of its  Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, and Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
obligations, but ignored other likely serious violations, including grossly unfair trial and execution.   
   

 ALGERIA 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Dramatic political developments, coupled with a decline in violent incidents, fueled optimism among Algerians that the 

country had turned the corner on the worst years of civil strife. The new president, Abdelaziz Bouteflika, won popular 
support for his blunt talk about government corruption and for offering a partial amnesty to Islamist rebels as a step 
toward achieving peace and reconciliation. However, he devoted little energy to establishing safeguards against future 
human rights violations or accountability for past abuses.  

If the numbers of arrests, killings, and Adisappearances@ were down, Algeria remained the most violent country in the 
Middle East and North Africa. While the Islamic Salvation Army (Armée Islamique du Salut, AIS) generally respected a 
cease-fire it declared in 1997, others, particularly the groups known under the Armed Islamic Group rubric (Groupe 
islamique armé, GIA), continued to target civilians indiscriminately. Hundreds of unarmed men, women, and children were 
slaughtered in brutal fashion in attacks, particularly in rural areas, that were officially blamed on Aterrorists.@ Scores of 
teenage and adult women were abducted in these attacks. According to the testimony of women who had survived captivity, 
some abducted women were enslaved, raped, and later executed. 

The GIA generally did not claim responsibility or explain motives for particular attacks on civilians, although 
communiqués issued in its name were occasionally received by foreign media. There was speculation that in many instances 
families or villages were selected for indiscriminate slaughter because members were suspected of opposing or 
withdrawing assistance from the armed groups. 
Within the framework of fighting Aterrorism@ and Asubversion,@ the security forces continued to employ brutal methods.  
Accounts of army and police operations carried by the Algerian press, which was constrained to rely heavily on security 
sources, continued to depict raids that resulted in the deaths of unnamed Aterrorists@ but almost never their capture. But 
reports of torture, which had become systematic since 1992 in the interrogation of security suspects, declined along with 
the number of confirmed new arrests. 
Algeria=s conflict continued to be characterized by an extreme lack of accountability for abuses. Tens of thousands of 
persons were killed, Adisappeared,@ or abducted since 1992, without, in the vast majority of cases, law enforcement 
authorities formally investigating and elucidating what happened. Nor did trials serve often as a venue for carefully 
weighing evidence that linked deeds to particular individuals. 

In August and September 1997, large massacres, officially attributed to Aterrorists,@ claimed a total of more than 600 
civilian lives in Bentalha, Rais, and Beni Messous, on the outskirts of the capital. Yet authorities never produced a 
complete list of victims, named suspects in the attacks, or issued the results of any inquiry into how assailants could 
commit such carnage close to military bases without being challenged by the security forces. 

Similarly, there was no prosecution in the most widely publicized case of abuse perpetrated by the thousands of Aself-
defense@ militias that were armed and officially supervised by the security forces as local allies in repelling Islamist 
attacks. The case involved two mayors in Relizane province who, together with their armed subordinates, allegedly carried 
out a series of abductions and executions of suspected Islamists and their relatives. The two were arrested briefly in April 
1998 and later dismissed from their posts, but had not been brought to trial as of October 1999. 

Bouteflika, a former foreign minister, was elected to a five-year term April 15 in a vote marred by the last-minute 
withdrawal of the other six candidates, who charged the outcome was being engineered in his favor by the military 



establishment. This turn of events disappointed many who had been encouraged by the vigor and pluralism of the race, in 
which important issues were debated on television, in the print media, and in public meetings and rallies. 

Inaugurated April 27, Bouteflika moved quickly on his plan for peace. He unveiled a draft ACivil Harmony law@ after the 
AIS offered to make its 1997 cease-fire permanent. The law, which developed the terms of a 1995 clemency decree, was 
adopted by parliament in July and overwhelmingly endorsed in a national referendum September 16. Bouteflika also freed 
some persons imprisoned in connection with the conflict and shed the official discourse that sought to minimize the 
devastation it had wrought. On June 27, he announced that 100,000 Algerians had died since the strife began in 1992, a 
number more than three times greater than the last official figure to be issued. He also spoke with sympathy about the 
thousands of Algerians who had Adisappeared,@ and abandoned the official line that denied a security-force role in the 
phenomenon. 

But if more candid than his predecessors, Bouteflika accorded low priority to investigating the grave violations of the 
recent past and pursuing some form of justice for the victims. Explaining in a July 7 Radio France Internationale interview 
why relatives of the Adisappeared@ had to be patient, he declared, AWe must first try to establish peace and security....If we 
try to attack all the problems at once we shall lose our way.@ When advocates of the Adisappeared@ continued to press 
their case he betrayed exasperation, chiding them at a public appearance in Algiers on September 15, AI have no interest in 
keeping [the Adisappeared @] in my pocket!....How are you going to leave this war behind if you don=t forget?@ 

While there were few reports of persons Adisappearing@ in 1998 or 1999, almost no Algerians who had Adisappeared@ in 
earlier years reappeared; nor was their fate or location revealed. Bureaus that the Interior Ministry had established in 1998 
to receive and investigate complaints of Adisappearances@ closed quietly without, in the vast majority of cases, producing 
information. 

Meanwhile, human rights workers and relatives of the Adisappeared@ expanded the list of documented cases to over 
4,000. This figure included only those cases with some evidence of security force involvement, usually either witnesses who 
saw the person being arrested or, at some point, in custody. 
 Counted separately from Adisappearances,@ and usually referred to as Aabducted,@ were Algerians missing after apparently 
being seized by armed groups since 1993. Little progress was made in determining the fate of these victims, estimated in 
the thousands by groups embracing their cause such as Djazaïrouna (Our Algeria) and Sumoud (Steadfastness). A link was 
presumed between these abductions and the mass graves in abandoned wells in the Mitidja region, the discovery of which 
was reported by the Algerian press during 1998 and 1999. The press often attributed these discoveries to surrendering 
rebels who revealed where the armed groups had disposed of their victims. Yet, much to the frustration of organizations 
representing victims of Aterrorism,@ the authorities themselves said little about these discoveries and divulged almost no 
identifying or forensic information about the scores of bodiesCmany decomposedCreportedly found at these sites. Absent 
such information, it was not possible to confirm whether some or all the victims were indeed persons kidnaped and then 
executed by armed groups, or others who had Adisappeared@ into secret security force custody. 

The Civil Harmony law offered an exemption from prosecution for persons Aimplicated in acts of terrorism and 
subversion@ who turned themselves in by January 2000 and vowed to cease all such actions. It offered reduced sentences, 
but no amnesty, to surrendering militants Aresponsible for causing the death or permanent injury of a person or for rape, 
or for using explosives in public places or in places frequented by the public.@ Rebels responsible for crimes meriting the 
death penalty or life imprisonment would be subject instead to a maximum twenty-year sentence. As of early October, 
officials said 531 persons had turned themselves in under the amnesty law; it was not yet possible to confirm this number 
or assess the treatment they had received. 

While Bouteflika expended less effort than earlier officials on whitewashing the abuses committed by security forces, 
he never insisted that they be held accountable. The situation in Algeria was too Acomplex@ for a truth commission, he said 
in an interview with El País published July 28.  AThe devastating deviations of a minority should not choke the aspirations of 
the majority,@ the Spanish daily quoted him as saying. AWhat Algeria needs is reconciliation, democracy, liberty, and 
development.@  

And in September, Bouteflika warned rebels who did not turn themselves in by the expiration of the amnesty on January 
13, 2000 that they would be combated with Aall the means the state has at its disposal.@ He declared ominously, AI want to 



say this before everybodyCbefore the United Nations, before Amnesty International, before the world community. We will use 
all means.@ 
On June 26, Bouteflika announced that Athousands@ of prisoners Adetained for supporting terrorists@ would be freed on the 
occasion of Algeria=s independence day, July 5. AThose convicted of shedding blood and of rape,@ however, would not be 
eligible. No official number was given for prisoners actually released on and since that date, but some press reports put 
the number as of late September at about 2,500. 

Many defendants jailed since the mid-1990s were convicted in group trials on Aterrorism@-related charges in which the 
prosecution did not materially link individual defendants to specific acts of violence. Judges presiding over such trials 
were often presented with claims by defendants that their confessions and statementsCusually the sole pieces of evidence 
presented by the prosecutionChad been extracted under torture, in violation of domestic and international law. Yet the 
presiding judges rarely if ever ordered medical examinations of the defendants to determine the veracity of their claims of 
torture. 
 

Some of those freed had been convicted under broadly worded statutes that criminalized acts of speech or nonviolent 
association. The penal code=s article 87b is, in particular, provided that anyone who belonged to or participated in a 
Aterrorist@ organization and who is aware of its objectives and activities is subject to prison terms of between ten and 
twenty years. Persons who Aadvocate, encourage, or finance@ acts of Aterrorism@ or Asubversion@ or who reproduce or 
knowingly distribute materials that advocate such acts are subject to prison terms of five to ten years. 

The releases begun in July freed only a portion of Algerians imprisoned in connection with the conflict. At that time, 
the prison population was thought to have changed little from the level reported by the official Human Rights Monitoring 
Body (l=Observatoire national des droits de l=Homme, ONDH) for the end of 1997, namely 34,000 inmates, of whom slightly 
fewer than 15,000 had been charged or convicted of acts connected to terrorism or subversion. Of the latter figure, the 
ONDH said, the large majority were persons suspected not of committing acts of violence but rather related offenses such 
as Afailure to report crimes to the authorities@ and providing Aassistance to terrorist groups.@ 
President Bouteflika maintained the seven-year-old state of emergency, which empowered authorities to prevent public 
gatherings and otherwise restrict civil rights. Meetings and gatherings deemed critical of the government were frequently 
banned, especially if they coincided with diplomatic meetings taking place nearby. Authorities stopped three consecutive 
attempts to organize rallies in Algiers to protest alleged election fraud, on April 16, April 26, and May 6. 

Bouteflika said he would not re-legalize the banned Islamist Salvation Front (Front Islamique du Salut, FIS), unless it 
was reorganized under a new leadership. The 1996 Constitution and 1997 law on political parties outlawed parties whose basis 
is religious, linguistic, racial, or regional. Although Algeria had two legal parties with an Islamist coloring, the FIS had 
been banned since 1992. 
Bouteflika showed little urgency in addressing gender inequality under the law. Algerian women=s rights groups had long 
demanded the abrogation or amendment of the discriminatory provisions of the 1984 Family Code. This goal was endorsed by the 
U.N. Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, which in January 1999 examined Algeria=s report on its 
compliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. The committee, while 
condemning the impact on women of Afundamentalism and terrorist violence,@ urged the government to undertake legal 
steps that would Aharmonize the provisions of the Family Code with the text of the convention and with the principle of 
equality set out in the Algerian constitution.@ Yet, although Algeria=s elected legislature had been functioning again since 
1997, neither Bouteflika nor his predecessor, Liamine Zeroual, exercised any leadership in efforts to reform the code. 

During 1999, a growing number of people inside Algeria went online. Benefitting from a 1998 decree governing the 
Internet, private companies were preparing to break the state=s monopoly on selling online access. Algerian authorities 
were not known to block access to any Internet content, even though the Internet hosted much political material that was 
taboo in the Algerian news media. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
Information about human rights conditions was heavily restricted by government policies on information and access. 

Major international human rights organizations were prohibited from visiting the country. Foreign journalists were granted 



visas selectively and then assigned armed escorts, ostensibly for their own protection, who often got in the way of 
interviewing ordinary people. Censorship prevented the Algerian press from reporting independently on security force 
operations. The U.N. rapporteurs on torture and on extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary executions were again unable to 
secure invitations to visit Algeria, despite long-standing requests to do so. 

Nonetheless, a limited but important space existed for the work of Algerian human rights defenders. A small number of 
lawyers documented cases and published reports about abuses committed by government forces, receiving some coverage of 
their efforts in the local private media. A grassroots movement on behalf of the families of the Adisappeared@ continued to 
document cases and brought their cause to national attention, both during the presidential election campaign and 
afterward. Women=s rights and victim=s rights organizations were also active. 

The government imposed limits on the public activities of human rights organizations, particularly when they coincided 
with a diplomatic or official human rights event. The independent Algerian League for the Defense of Human Rights was 
blocked from holding a conference in December 1998 to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights.  It was also prevented from holding a conference on human rights in Africa to coincide with the summit 
of the Organization of African Unity in Algiers in July. Many of the foreign invitees were denied visas. 

Relatives of the Adisappeared@ were permitted to hold weekly rallies in Algiers and a presidential aide hospitably 
received a delegation from the National Association of Families of the Disappeared in July. However, the government refused 
to grant legal status to the organization and on at least three occasions since December 1998 police forcibly dispersed 
rallies on behalf of the Adisappeared.@ 

On October 10, the International Committee of the Red Cross resumed visits to prisoners in Algeria, seven years after 
such visits were suspended. The government agreed to allow access to all persons held in facilities under ministry of 
justice auspices, a program that would provide outside, albeit discreet, monitoring of the treatment of inmates. 

Rachid Mesli, a prominent human rights lawyer, was freed from prison in July, only days before completing a three-year 
sentence imposed in an unfair trial in 1997. After the original verdict was quashed in December 1998, the court refused to 
free him pending his re-trial, which took place June 20 and reaffirmed the earlier conviction. Although convicted of 
praising Aterrorism,@ most of the questioning after his arrest in 1996 centered on his informal collaboration with Amnesty 
International, Mesli said. 

In September, President Bouteflika declared on more than one occasion that Amnesty International, and human rights 
organizations generally, were welcome in Algeria. However, as of this writing, no major international organization had 
been issued entry visas for its representatives. Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, the International Federation of 
Human Rights, and Reporters sans Frontières all had been unable to enter Algeria since at least early 1998, despite having 
submitted requests to visit. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
European Union 

The European Union (E.U.) was less engaged with Algeria on human rights issues than during 1998, when public horror at 
repeated massacres created pressure for action. The muted approach was attributable in part to the decline in violence, 
the favorable reception of President Bouteflika=s early steps toward reform, and decidedly mixed reviews of the European 
démarches taken in 1998. 
There were no high-profile E.U. missions such as the 1998 visits by a nine-member European Parliament delegation and by the 
junior foreign ministers of the troika (representing the preceding, current, and next presidents of the European Council), 
and no human rights hearings such as those held in the parliament in November 1997. However, shortly after Bouteflika=s 
inauguration, the E.U. Presidency submitted a private letter to Algiers requesting information on a number of cases of 
Adisappearances@ and other abuses. No reply had been received as of the end of September. 

The European Parliament took a stand for press freedom in November 1998, at a moment when several of Algeria=s 
private newspapers had been suspended. A resolution asked the European Commission to support all projects aimed at 
promoting press freedom and to consider such freedom as an essential element of E.U.-Algerian cooperation. 



The E.U. made clear it would not push for resolutions critical of Algeria at the meeting of the U.N. Human Rights 
Commission in Geneva in MarchBApril. Instead, an E.U. statement delivered on March 31 welcomed Algeria=s cooperation with 
the U.N. APanel of Eminent Persons@ in 1998 while cautioning that Aits visit is not a substitute for cooperation with the 
procedures and mechanisms of the United Nations in the field of human rights....The E.U. urges Algeria to facilitate early 
visits of U.N. human rights mechanisms, particularly the U.N. special rapporteurs on torture and on extrajudicial, summary, or 
arbitrary executions and to give full effect to the [1998] concluding observations of the U.N. Human Rights Committee.@ The 
statement said the E.U. Acontinues to remain concerned over reports of involuntary disappearances...and calls upon the 
government to invite the [U.N.] Working Group on Enforced and Involuntary Disappearances to visit the country...@  

The late United Kingdom minister of state for foreign affairs Derek Fatchett addressed more pointedly Algeria=s 
continuing refusal to allow visits by the U.N. mechanisms, an issue that the E.U. delegation to the U.N. Commission one year 
earlier had vowed to revisit Aif there has been no progress.@ Fatchett criticized Athe repeated denial of access by Algeria 
to Special Rapporteurs of the Commission.@ Algeria, he admonished, Ashould not choose to undermine the credibility of United 
Nations mechanisms in this way.@ 

The E.U. responded cautiously to the developments around the Algerian election, indicating in an April 21 declaration by 
the Presidency that relations would be guided more by how Bouteflika governed than by how he had been elected. The next 
statement by the E.U. Presidency on Algeria, issued September 21, confirmed E.U. enthusiasm with Bouteflika=s record at that 
juncture. Hailing the referendum that endorsed his peace plan, the E.U. urged a resumption of talks on a E.U.-Algerian 
Association Agreement. 

The European Commission approved a 57 million Euro financial agreement to support small and medium-scale Algerian 
enterprises. Under the European Commission=s MEDA Democracy program, 10.3 percent of an approximate overall amount of 10 
million Euros was allocated for various human rights and democracy projects in Algeria in 1998. At the time of this writing 
it was not possible to obtain the breakdown for 1999. However, the allocation of funds to projects in Algeria under the 
MEDA program had increased steadily since 1996, and the government of Algeria reportedly did not stand in the way of E.U. 
assistance to nongovernmental entities. Well over half of Algeria=s exports and imports were with E.U. nations. 
 

France 
France eagerly mended relations with Algeria during 1999, pleased to find in President Bouteflika a willing partner. 

Yet French enthusiasm with a Anew era@ in bilateral relations was not colored by any public display of concern for 
governmental human rights abuses that remained systemic, albeit on a scale lower than in previous years.  

Paris had remained quietly supportive of the Algiers government during the 1990s, despite strains caused by Algeria=s 
internal strife and its spillover effects in France. Algeria=s former ruler and its adversary in a brutal independence war, 
France was home to the world=s largest Algerian diaspora community. It remained the country with the closest links to 
Algeria and played the leading role in setting E.U. policy. France provided little direct bilateral aid but its generous 
credit guarantees helped to preserve its place as the leading exporter of goods to Algeria. 

In contrast to the U.S., the government of France remained silent in the lead-up to the presidential elections about 
what kind of voting environment it hoped to see. Its first pronouncement, issued the day after the poll, was a cautious 
expression of Aconcern@ about the circumstances of the vote. After a sharp retort from Algiers about Aunacceptable 
interference,@ the two countries quickly set about establishing warmer ties. President Bouteflika received Interior Minister 
Jean-Pierre Chevènement in June and Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine the following month. French statements following 
these meetings were upbeat. APresident Bouteflika is making statements and gestures that demonstrate a real opening, both 
on the internal level, and on the international level,@ Vedrine told the French Journal du dimanche upon his return. AThe 
climate has changed. A breath of freedom has returned to Algiers.@  

French praise of the new president intensified following the referendum September 16 in which Algerians voted heavily 
in favor of Bouteflika=s peace plan. The president, Vedrine told Europe 1 radio on September 17, Aseems motivated by the 
determination to make up for lost time and eager to confront all of Algeria=s problems...[and] to situate Algeria in the 
modern world such as it is....In this respect, I repeat: France stands ready.@ On September 21, at the United Nations, it was 
Prime Minister Lionel Jospin=s turn to meet with President Bouteflika and reaffirm the new era in relations.  



During this process, France indicated that it was working to address issues of concern to Algerians, including the 
ease of movement for Algerian citizens and air traffic between the two countries, and the reopening of closed French 
consulates. However, senior French officials avoided any public mention of human rights abuses committed by the state. Nor, 
in praising Bouteflika=s peace plan, did they comment on how its durability might be affected by a failure to address grave 
violations. 
 
United States 

During the first half of the year, Washington remained restrained in seeking warmer ties in part because of Algeria=s 
record of human rights abuses and manipulated elections. Algeria received no U.S. bilateral aid and for Washington paled in 
geopolitical significance next to the Arab-Israeli conflict, Egypt, Iran, and Iraq. The State Department=s budget 
presentation to Congress for fiscal year 2000 maintained the U.S. has no Avital@ interests in Algeria, but said Athe 
transformation of this country into an open democracy, with a market economy would present the U.S. with major economic 
opportunities.@ 

Washington continued to encourage U.S. corporations to increase their stake in natural gas-rich Algeria. The U.S. 
Eximbank, which provides loans and loan guarantees to assist U.S. firms doing business abroad, had a level of exposure in 
Algeria that was second only to Saudi Arabia among Middle East and North African countries.  

Public expressions of concern about human rights were not limited to the annual State Department Country Reports. 
Ambassador Cameron Hume spoke out publicly on several occasions. For example, he told Le Matin daily in an interview 
published December 28, 1998, the U.S. Awanted to see from Algeria greater severity toward security forces that are guilty 
of excesses...They must be brought to justice.@ He also urged authorities to publish a detailed list of Adisappeared@ persons, 
according to Le Matin. 

The U.S. did not press these points during the March-April meeting of the U.N. Human Rights Commission in Geneva and, 
in contrast to the statements made by the E.U. in 1999 and by the U.S. itself in 1998, did not criticize Algeria=s refusal to 
allow visits by U.N. human rights rapporteurs. 

The U.S. did, however, urge Algerian authorities to ensure a clean election. At an April 2 background briefing, a senior 
State Department official said, AIf this election is reasonably open, we think that also opens the way to better bilateral 
relations.@ Washington voiced disappointment that Algiers had refused to admit international election observers, and then 
outright dismay the morning after Bouteflika won what had turned into a one-man race. State Department spokesman James 
P. Rubin said, AWe are clearly disappointed by the events of recent days, which led to allegations of fraud and the 
withdrawal of six of the seven candidates....The Algerian leadership now assumes a heavy responsibility to pursue credible 
reform.@  

The U.S. proceeded to put its relations with Algeria under a ninety-day review. It held no high-level bilateral meetings 
and broadened its existing ban on licensing private-sector sales to Algeria of lethal weapons, extending it to other types 
of munitions. And, while the U.S. refrained from sending Bouteflika a congratulatory telegram, First Lady Hillary Clinton 
received two Algerian women whose children Adisappeared@ during the Algerian strife, allegedly at the hands of security 
forces. This meeting, which took place three days after Bouteflika=s inauguration, was widely reported in the Algerian 
press. 

But Washington soon began to warm to Bouteflika. A meeting between the Algerian head of state and President Clinton 
at Moroccan King Hassan II=s funeral in July was followed by other contacts.  The U.S. maintained its policy of licensing no 
lethal weapon sales but resumed consideration, on a case-by-case basis, of commercial applications to sell other types of 
munitions to Algeria. 
Assistant Secretary of State Martin S. Indyk met at length with Bouteflika in Algiers on September 6 and declared the 
following day, APresident Clinton has been impressed by the start@ that had been made by Bouteflika in the areas of 
political and economic reforms and human rights. AOur support for the strengthening of the democratic process, for press 
freedom, for the rule of law, and for human rights remains fundamental to our policy toward Algeria,@ Indyk declared. On 
September 7, Indyk hosted a meeting at the U.S. Embassy with Algerian human rights activists representing victims of 
abuses by the state and by the armed groups, including Adisappearances@ and abductions. ADisappearances,@ the U.S. Embassy 



told Human Rights Watch in an August 23 letter, is an issue Awe have raised...with senior levels of the government and will 
continue to do so.@ 

President Clinton sent a congratulatory telegram to President Bouteflika following the September 16 referendum. Then 
on September 28, Vice-Admiral Daniel Murphy, commander of the U.S. Navy=s Sixth Fleet, met with President Bouteflika in 
Algiers. This unprecedented visit, Murphy told the press the same day, was intended Ato demonstrate U.S. support for the 
bold, fundamental steps the Algerian leadership has taken towards a reconciliation and a real prospect for enduring 
democracy....The United States military is very much in partnership with the United States political leadership...in our desire 
to strengthen our relations with the military of Algeria.@ 

If the U.S. was pleased to see Bouteflika trying to resolve the armed conflict and talking with more candor than his 
predecessors about human rights problems, it remained to be seen whether continued improvement in bilateral relations 
would require his taking concrete actions to curtail institutionalized abuses and establish safeguards against their 
recurrence. 
 
 

 BAHRAIN 
 
Human Rights Developments 

On March 6 Sheikh Hamad Bin >Issa Al Khalifa succeeded his late father Sheikh >Issa Bin Salman Al Khalifa as amir.  The 
change of government brought a mild respite from the political unrest that began in December 1994, as all involved waited 
for a government-imposed three month mourning period to end.  While there was no repetition of the widespread street 
clashes of 1994 to 1997, restrictions on freedom of association and expression continued to be severe, and Human Rights 
Watch continued to receive reports of torture and ill-treatment by security forces, arbitrary arrests and detention, and 
unfair trial. 

The government maintained its policy of providing no information to the public concerning the numbers or identities of 
persons arrested, tried, convicted, acquitted or released under the State Security Law or brought before the State 
Security Court, where procedures did not meet basic fair trial standards and verdicts were not subject to appeal.  The 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) reported in June that in 1998 it had visited 1,327 persons detained for 
security reasons in thirteen places of detention. 

On June 6 the amir announced the phased release of three hundred and twenty untried detainees and forty-one 
convicted prisoners, and the pardon of twelve individuals living in exile. Days later he also announced that those released 
would receive assistance finding jobs; previous security detainees had reported that Ministry of Interior policies made it 
nearly impossible to find employment in public or private sectors after their release.  As of this writing the government 
had not responded to requests by Human Rights Watch and other international human rights organizations for the names of 
those released, or for information about their convictions, making it impossible to evaluate the true extent and terms of 
the pardon. Bahraini press accounts and reports by opposition groups suggested that many if not most of those amnestied 
were youths who had been held for months or years without trial, including Ahmed >Ali Ahmad Hussain, an intermediate school 
student held for one year and four months, and Jaffar >Ali Hassan, a seventeen-year-old who had been held for two years 
and nine months.   

The amir pardoned Sheikh >Abd al-Amir al-Jamri on July 8, one day after State Security Court had sentenced him to ten 
years in prison, a 5,000 Bahraini Dinar fine,  and an unprecedented 5,709,247 Bahrain Dinar  (more than U.S.$15 million) in 
damages for property losses incurred during several years of political unrest in Bahrain.  The sixty-two-year-old Shi=a 
religious leader had been detained since January 1996 (see Human Rights Watch World Report 1999), and was only brought to 
trial in February 1999 after the expiration of the maximum administrative detention period allowed in Bahraini law.  The four 
court sessions together lasted a little more than three hours and were closed to the public.  As in other security court 
cases, Al-Jamri=s lawyers had only very limited access to their client. Al-Jamri=s pardon came after he had signed a 
statement apologizing for his actions and undertaking not to carry out acts against the state or incite others to do so.  
The government did not make public the text of the undertakings, but individuals who met al-Jamri immediately after his 



release said that it included a ban on all public speaking, including religious sermons.  Family members alleged that the 
statement was coerced, as al-Jamri was in poor health and had been returned to solitary confinement for three weeks 
prior to his release.  As of this writing he remained restricted in his movement and in his contacts with those outside his 
immediate family.   Six of the seven opposition leaders arrested at the same time as al-Jamri remained in prison 
without charge or trial: Hassan Sultan, >Ali >Ashur, Hussayn al-Daihi, Hassan Mishma=a, Sayyid Ibrahim Adnan al-Alawi, and 
>Abd al-Wahab Hussayn. >Ali Bin Ahmad al-Jedhafsi was released on July 26, 1999.  According to the Bahrain Human Rights 
Organization (BHRO), family members reported that al-Daihi and >Ashur were denied medical treatment for injuries in June, 
and Hussayn was hospitalized in early September. 

Individuals, associations, and trade and professional organizations continued to face severe restrictions on freedom of 
expression, association, and assembly.  Trade unions remained banned and in August security forces raided and reportedly 
confiscated documents and computer files from the offices of the General Committee of Bahraini Workers, a registered 
organization that had asked for the right to bargain collectively.  Membership activities and cultural publications of the 
>Uruba cultural club continued to be heavily monitored, and a seminar on AWomen and Political Participation@ planned for 
June 9 was banned. In a December 21, 1998 letter, the president of the Supreme Council for Youth and Sport, the agency 
with oversight powers over cultural and sport associations, accused the club of violating the 1989 law governing 
associations by inviting other clubs to meet to discuss sanctions against Iraq.  The letter threatened actions to Areturn 
[the club] to its proper place@ and Aforce it to respect@ the council. 

The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs had used the 1989 associations law to remove the elected board of the Bar 
Society in 1998.  After lengthy negotiations with the government, the Bar Society was finally allowed to hold elections on 
March 3 in exchange for agreeing to drop its court case challenging the board=s removal, and members voted out of office 
the government-appointed board.   Shi>a religious charitable societies were also closely monitored, and had to report all 
expenditures, as well as the names of all volunteers, donors, and students enrolled in training programs.  Some charities 
reported being warned not to provide monies to particular families or individuals. 

The practice of forced exile of perceived dissidents continued, despite the June pardon of twelve exiles.   According 
to the BHRO, in July at least seven Bahraini citizens and their families, a total of thirty-two people in all, were refused 
entry when they attempted to return to Bahrain.  In some cases they were interrogated prior to deportation, and some 
individual with expired passports were issued with one year extensions. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
No human rights organizations were permitted to operate in Bahrain.  Defense lawyers in state security court cases 

faced harassment for fulfilling their legal duties, as in the case of attorney >Abullah Hashim, who was prevented from 
traveling abroad immediately following his filing a habeas corpus appeal on behalf of his client, Sheikh al-Jamri, in 
January.  Several lawyers told Human Rights Watch that they had been warned by security personnel not to provide 
information about arrests and security court trials to the press or to international human rights monitors.   

Security personnel closely monitored the movements and telephone conversations of a Human Rights Watch delegate who 
visited Bahrain in April. From June 28 to July 2 Amnesty International (AI) delegates met judges and senior government 
officials during its first visit to Bahrain in twelve years.  AI noted with regret that Aits delegates were not permitted to 
meet privately with other sectors of society concerned with human rights promotion and protection@ and said that it had 
Asought assurances that similar restrictions will not be imposed in future visits.@ 

Outside of Bahrain the BHRO and the Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in Bahrain (CDHRB) compiled information 
on detainees, deaths in custody, and other issues, and campaigned for resolutions critical of the government=s practices at 
meetings of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights and in other fora. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

On August 4 Bahrain withdrew its reservation to article 20 of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, which allows the committee to conduct confidential investigations of allegations of 



torture (see Human Rights Watch World Report 1999).  As of this writing it had not acted on its August 1998 promise to 
allow a visit by the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention in 1999, nor had it responded positively to requests by U.N. 
special rapporteurs on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment and on extrajudicial, summary 
or arbitrary executions to visit Bahrain. 

The Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination canceled the special review of Bahrain=s 
implementation of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) scheduled 
for its March session after Bahrain submitted its initial report in late February.  Bahrain had not submitted any of the five 
periodic reports due since it ratified the treaty in 1990, and the special review was to have responded to the absence of a 
report.  The review of Bahrain=s report was scheduled for the committee=s March 2000 session. 

In an October 14, 1998 note verbale to the U.N.=s secretary-general Bahrain said that statements by Human Rights Watch 
and the International Federation of Human Rights Leagues in their submissions to the fifty-forth session of the Commission 
on Human Rights were Agroundless and blatantly political allegations,@ but did not address the specific concerns raised.   
 
Iran 

Iran and Bahrain resumed diplomatic relations on January 26, 1999.  Both countries had recalled their ambassadors in 
1996. 
 
United States 

The headquarters for the U.S. Fifth Fleet, Bahrain continued to enjoy strong U.S. support.  In March Secretary of 
Defense William S. Cohen, who was in Bahrain for meetings with Amir >Isa the day of the amir=s death, described the amir as 
Aa strong and loyal friend to the United States and particularly to the U.S. Navy,@ whose Acare and concern for the people 
of Bahrain made him an effective and beloved leader.@  Shortly after the visit the Department of Defense also announced 
the sale of a U.S.$110 million air-to-air missile system, and said that it would install a special telephone line to 
facilitate communication between the Pentagon and the Bahraini defense ministry. 

On September 29, 1999 the U.S. and Bahrain signed a bilateral investment treaty, the first such treaty between the U.S. 
and a gulf state. 
 

 EGYPT 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Although political violence reached its lowest ebb in almost a decade, the government of President Hosni Mubarak 

appeared impervious to demands for political reform. In a major  setback, legislation was enacted that appeared carefully 
crafted to decrease  the independence of civil society organizations.  Substantial curbs on freedom of association and 
assembly prevailed, ensuring that peaceful political opposition activities remained marginalized or restricted.  No steps 
were taken to address the grave human rights violations that had accompanied the state=s pursuit of armed Islamist 
militantsCincluding torture, deaths in detention, extrajudicial executions, and Adisappearances@Cand the architects and 
perpetrators of these acts continued to enjoy impunity. Evidence continued to mount that local police forces were 
employing similar  torture techniques against ordinary citizens that elite security forces had used systematically against 
suspected armed militants,  their families, and supporters. 
     On September 26, some 18.6 million citizens voted in a national referendum and 93.97  percent approved Hosni Mubarak=s 
fourth six-year term of office, according to the interior ministry. As in past referenda, there were no other candidates. 
Earlier in the month, opposition politicians and intellectuals launched a petition drive to support reforms for a pluralistic 
political system: suspension of  the virtually permanent state of emergency; release of nonviolent political prisoners; 
freedom to establish political parties, newspapers and other media; guarantees for the independence of trade unions and 
civic and professional associations;  and free and fair elections. In pointed criticism of the powerful institution of the 
presidency, the petition endorsed a future with governments Aaccountable to the people@ and presidents Aelected among 
various candidates and for no more than two terms.@      



The state=s battle with armed militants inside Egypt appeared to be drawing to a close, although continuing rights 
abuses marred some otherwise positive developments.  On March 25, the clandestine Islamic Group issued a statement 
announcing that all of its cadres Ainside and outside@ the country would bring Aarmed operations@ to a halt. In April, some 
1,000 to 1,200 known or suspected Islamic Group members were reportedly released from prison, bringing to about 6,000 the 
number set free under Interior Minister Habib el-Adli, who assumed his post in November 1997. In welcoming the releases, the 
Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR) called on authorities also to reverse the ban on visits to inmates at Tora, 
Fayoum, and Liman Abu Za=bal prisons, and  improve the appalling conditions, including gross medical neglect, at these and 
other facilities. In a positive move in August, the new prosecutor general, Maher Abdel Wahid, pledged closer oversight of 
prisons through periodic unannounced visits of prosecutors to inspect conditions and take complaints,  a legal 
responsibility that had been systematically neglected by his predecessor, Raga= el-Arabi, during his long tenure. AAny 
prosecutor who fails to abide by these directives will be taken to task.  If he says he has inspected a prison and then 
some fault is found, he himself will be interrogated,@ Abdel Wahid warned in an interview with al-Ahali (Cairo) newspaper. 
He also ordered the local prosecutor to reopen the investigation of alleged police abuse, including torture, in al-Kosheh 
village in August 1998  (see below).     

Egypt=s criminal, state security, and military courts continued to impose capital punishment on defendants in criminal 
and political trials.  Amnesty International reported that  in 1998 the courts issued seventy-four death sentences and 
forty-eight individuals were executed; in 1999, sixty-two people had been sentenced to death and thirteen executed as of 
August 10.   

Egyptian authorities, reportedly with assistance from U.S. law enforcement and intelligence agencies,  vigorously 
pursued Islamist militants based outside of Egypt, particularly those believed to be associated with exiled Saudi dissident 
Ossama bin Laden, whose International Front for the Struggle Against Jews and Crusaders, formed in 1998 prior to the 
August bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, included Egypt=s underground Jihad Organization as a member. 
On April 18, the supreme military court handed down sentences in a mass trial of 107 alleged Jihad members that began on 
February 1.  Some of them were reportedly captured abroad and handed over to Egyptian authorities from countries such as 
Albania, Saudi Arabia, and Azerbaijan, and sixty were tried in absentia.  The court acquitted twenty defendants, and 
sentenced nine to death, all in absentia, including Ayman al-Zawahri, widely described as the leader and military commander 
of Jihad. The others received terms ranging from one year to life. Decisions of the military court could not be appealed to 
a higher tribunal and thus fell short of international fair trial standards.  

Ordinary Egyptians continued to suffer torture at the hands of local police, and deaths in police custody remained a 
serious unaddressed problem. For example, EOHR documented five deaths in custody between February 16 and July 17, involving 
men arrested on suspicion of nonpolitical offenses such as theft and narcotics possession. EOHR said that it Afound 
evidence that the victims were subjected to torture by the police.@ One of the victims, Saeed Sayid Abdel Aal Salim, was 
arrested on April 15 on suspicion of hiding stolen property and died in custody two days later. The local chief prosecutor 
examined the body and, according to EOHR, reported a variety of injuries. In actions reminiscent of security forces behavior 
in previous years when suspected Islamist militants died in custody under suspicious circumstances, police reportedly 
guarded the local cemetery for ten days after instructing the family to remain quiet about the death and bury the body 
quickly.   

As in past years, the pattern of restrictions on the rights of free expression, assembly, and association was largely 
unchanged, but worsened in several significant respects. Continuing a disturbing trend that began in 1998, three 
journalists were sent to prison and others were questioned, facing the prospect of criminal prosecution. Despite ongoing 
protests from the journalists syndicate and human rights groups about its use to punish controversial but peaceful 
expression, libel remained a criminal offense subject to fines and a maximum sentence of one year in prison, doubled in 
cases involving public officials. On August 14, the South Cairo Criminal Court sentenced three journalists from the 
opposition biweekly al-Sha=abC writer Salah Badawi, cartoonist Essam Hanafi, and editor-in-chief Magdi HusseinCto two 
years in prison and fines of  LE20,000 each (about U.S. $6,000) after finding them guilty of libeling agriculture minister 
and deputy prime minister Yousef Wali in a series of articles that claimed  his ministry=s agricultural cooperation with 
Israel amounted to Atreason,@ among other harsh criticisms. In sentencing the journalists, the judge said they had Afilled 
their pens with black  hatred instead of black ink and launched a blind and unfair campaign against their victim.@ In 



February, state security court prosecutors questioned editor Abbas al-Tarabili and journalist Muhamed Abdel Alim of the 
opposition daily al-Wafd on accusations of  Apublishing false reports and propaganda undermining public interest and 
threatening national security@ for reporting about a strike at the Central Bank. They were released on bail but faced 
imprisonment if tried and convicted. 

Authorities also openly acknowledged and justified the banning of books. In reply to complaints about scores of titles 
that censors had prohibited at the private American University in Cairo (AUC), Lutfi Abdel-Kader, director of the 
government=s press and publications department, was quoted in the March 18-24 issue of al-Ahram Weekly (Cairo) as saying 
that the AUC was Adeliberately ordering books that can=t be allowed in the country because they violate our religion, 
culture, and traditions.  They are trying to infiltrate our identity and culture.  But we=ll never permit this infiltration.@ 
Among the books reportedly banned were Children of Gabalawi by Nobel prize-winner Naguib Mahfouz; Woman at Point Zero by 
Egyptian feminist Nawal el-Saadawi; and  Muslim Extremism in Egypt by the French scholar Giles Kepel.  

Secular activists continued to face restrictions on the right to freedom of assembly. Security forces prevented human 
rights activists from peacefully protesting the British and U.S. bombing of Iraq on December 17, 1998, the day it began,  and 
blocked opposition political parties from a similar protest on December 24. On March 12, 1999, five people who attended a 
meeting in the Shubra al-Kheima section of Cairo to discuss the draft labor law were arrested, reportedly for undermining 
social peace and inciting workers to strike. They were detained overnight and then released on bail. Three of them were 
members of the Tagammu  Party, a legal leftwing political party which had arranged the meeting.   

The right to establish political parties remained severely circumscribed because the anachronistic political parties law 
of 1977 required newly formed groups to seek legal status from the Political Parties Committee, an entity that lacked 
independence and has historically denied licenses in arbitrary fashion. Harassment and arbitrary arrest of known or 
suspected members of the nonviolent but unauthorized Muslim Brotherhood also continued, possibly to weaken the influential 
group=s ability to field independent candidates in the parliamentary elections scheduled for November 2000. As hundreds of 
suspected militant Islamists were released from prison, Muslim Brothers, including doctors, engineers, and teachers, were 
arrested, detained, and questioned by prosecutors throughout the year, typically suspected of membership in an illegal 
organization, possession of illegal leaflets, and attempting to reactivate the group by recruiting  new members. In 
January, interior minister Habib el-Adli ruled out any role for the Brotherhood in the political system: AThey are a banned 
group.  They have no legal status and, hence, there will be no meetings or dialogue.@ 

The enactment in May of the controversial Law No. 153 on nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)  served as a powerful 
reminder of the state=s reluctance to loosen its grip on political and civil life. On May 14, four leading Egyptian human 
rights organizations described the legislation as  Aa reflection of the government=s general intention to restrict further 
any form of independent association, be it political parties, unions, professional syndicates, or NGOs.@  The law=s seventy-
four articles  provided a detailed blueprint for the government=s micromanagement of all aspects of NGO operations. 
Article 11 of the law prohibited NGOs that Athreaten national unity,@  Aviolate public order or morality,@ or Apractice any 
political or trade-union activity exclusively restricted to political parties and trade unions.@  Article 75 set forth a harsh 
regime of criminal penalties, including fines and prison terms ranging from three months to one year for violations of 
various provisions of the law. In June, social affairs minister Mervat Tellawi made clear the government=s intention to 
prevent NGOs from engaging in activities that the government deemed political. AI am not allowing, by this law, for the 
creation of 14,000 political parties,@ she said. In July, she wrote  in a letter to the Financial Times (London) that the new 
law Adoes ban [NGOs] from taking part in partisan activities.@ As of October 22, the executive regulations to 
operationalize the law had not yet been promulgated. 

As the government proceeded with IMF-prescribed privatization and economic deregulation, Egyptian workers continued 
to be denied the legal right to strike and engage in collective bargaining, and hundreds of thousands of  children were 
unprotected from abusive workplace conditions. The Brussels-based International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) 
concluded in a June report that there were Aserious violations of trade union rights@ in Egypt, noting that A[i]n both the 
public and the private sectors, the government considers strikes a form of public disturbance and therefore illegal@ and 
that Asecurity forces have often used violence to bring an end to industrial disputes.@ The ICFTU also reported  widespread 
employment discrimination based on gender, and extensive use of child labor in both rural and urban areas, citing Ministry 
of Health statistics of  some  two million child workers between six and fifteen years old.   



Under Egyptian law, children over twelve years old are permitted to work up to six hours daily in the agricultural 
sector. But the Land Center for Human Rights (LCHR), an independent Egyptian NGO, found in its 1999 study of state- and 
privately-owned cotton gins in the Nile Delta that thousands of  children between  eight and fifteen years old worked 
eight-hour shifts without lunch or rest breaks for a daily wage of two or three Egyptian pounds (less than U.S. $1.00).  
The children, who lacked any type of legal protection, labored in extremely dusty environments without masks or 
respirators.  Some had contracted respiratory diseases and sustained injuries for which only token compensation was 
provided to their poverty-stricken families. The LCHR reported that there was no effective inspection and supervision of 
these workplaces by the local offices of government ministries, and initiated lawsuits on behalf of the child workers to 
press for safer working conditions and medical care for job-related injuries and illnesses. 

Egypt=s Christian minority continued to have legitimate grievances about discriminatory treatment under the law and in 
practice. They were  underrepresented in senior-level positions in government, including universities, and military and 
security forces. Church construction and repair were subjected to discriminatory authorization procedures, including the 
need for a presidential decree in order to build a new church. The U.S. State Department reported in its Annual Report on 
International Religious Freedom, published on September 9, that there had been Aa significant increase@ in the number of 
approvals that governors granted in 1998 for church repairs. The internationally recognized right of men and women to 
marry and found a family was restricted because Islamic law prohibited Egyptian Muslim women from marrying non-Muslim 
men. 
  
Defending Human Rights  

Egypt=s human rights community faced an unprecedented crisis when the state security prosecutor on December 1, 1998, 
accused the secretary-general of EOHR, lawyer Hafez Abu Sa=da, of three criminal offenses: disseminating information 
abroad that harmed Egypt=s national interests; accepting funds from a foreign country with the goal of carrying out acts 
harmful to Egypt; and receiving donations without government permission. Abu Sa=da was summoned to appear that day as a 
witness in the investigation opened on November 24, 1998, of the EOHR report published in September 1998, ACollective 
punishment in al-Kosheh village: Random arrest, torture and degrading treatment of citizens.@  The report documented 
police abuse of hundreds of mainly Christian residents in al-Kosheh, near Sohag in Upper Egypt, following the murder there 
of two Christians in August 1998, and called on Egyptian authorities to  investigate the torture allegations and prosecute 
those found responsible. The prosecutor acted in the wake of continuing controversy inside Egypt and internationally about 
the report=s findings, and also examined financial support that EOHR received from abroad, based on allegations made in the 
Egyptian press that the report was financed with foreign funds.  

Abu Sa=da was questioned on December 1 and ordered to serve fifteen days in preventive detention while the 
investigation continued. He was released on bail on December 6 as condemnation of his arrest mounted in Egypt and 
internationally. The same day, however,   the state security prosecutor summoned for questioning EOHR lawyer Mustafa 
Zeidan, who conducted the fieldwork for the  report. Zeidan was accused of disseminating false information for the 
purpose of harming Egypt=s national interests. As of this writing, the criminal charges against the two had not been 
dropped.  

The continuing inhospitable environment for local human rights organizations was illustrated in remarks of  social 
affairs minister Mervat Tellawi at a press conference in June.  She said that the groups were Aillegal@ because they were 
not registered with her ministry and that their publications included Agroundless claims.@ Rights organizations continued to 
operate and publish their reports freely, although their future status under the new NGO law remained unclear.  
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

Torture and workers rights were among the issues raised by U.N. bodies during 1999. The Committee against Torture  
considered Egypt=s report on compliance with the Convention against Torture and on May 14 noted as positive developments 
the release of prisoners who had been detained under the emergency law, a reduction in the number of  complaints about 
mistreatment, and decisions of civil courts to provide compensation to torture victims. But the committee also stressed its 



continuing concern about the large number of torture complaints and deaths in detention at the hands of police and 
security forces, including mistreatment of women. It recommended that Egypt undertake effective measures to prevent 
torture and protect women from threats of sexual abuse while in custody. It also suggested that authorities Aestablish and 
maintain a proper [public] registry of detainees@ held by  police and security forces,  and asked it to provide the 
committee Awith information about the number of circumstances of deaths in custody over the past five years.@  

The pre-sessional working group of the U.N. Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights noted on May 21 the 
issues to be addressed in Egypt=s first report on compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights.  These included a request that the government clarify why all trade unions were required by law to join 
the nationwide Egyptian Trade Union Federation, and why the government tolerated Athe practice of hiring labor on 
condition of their denouncing or resigning from labor unions.@ The group also asked for information about Anumerous cases 
of forced early retirements, arbitrary dismissals and unemployment, as well as the wholesale shutdown of factories@ that 
have accompanied the state=s privatization program. 
 
European Union 

Egypt and the European Union (E.U.) concluded four years of negotiations on the text of a  Euro-Mediterranean 
Association Agreement shortly after the E.U. Council of Ministers agreed on June 21 to a final offer on agricultural export 
quotas. Egypt reportedly also secured  E.U. agreement to a joint declaration on the Afair treatment@ of workers legally 
residing in either territory, including some 400,000 Egyptian workers in Europe.  Article 2 states that Arespect for human 
rights and democratic principles@ constitutes Aan essential element of the Agreement.@ As in similar agreements with 
Tunisia and Israel, either party may take unspecified Aappropriate measures@ if the other fails to fulfill its obligations. 
Egypt=s ambassador in Brussels, Ra=uf Sa=ad, stated in late March that Egypt considered the human rights language to be a 
Areference,@  not a Acondition.@ E.U. and Egyptian officials expected the text to be initialed before the end of 1999 and 
signed early in 2000. The agreement must be ratified by the parliaments of Egypt, the E.U., and the E.U. member states before 
taking effect. 

E.U. officials said they closely monitored developments related to the new NGO law, and awaited with concern the 
promulgation of its implementing regulations.  In July, then-European Commission vice president Manuel Marin wrote to 
Human Rights Watch  that the commission was Aaware of the restrictive nature of the law and the criminal penalties 
foreseen in the text,@ and acknowledged that there were Acurrent uncertainties with regard to the scope of legal NGO 
activities in the future.@ 
 
United States 

The State Department said in 1999 that Egypt would be moving from Aan aid-based relationship to a trade-based 
relationship@ with the U.S., and that discussions had been held with the Egyptian government to reduce economic assistance 
by half over a ten-year period. But in fiscal year 1999 the U.S. remained Egypt=s largest supplier of foreign aid, which 
totaled $2.1 billion in fiscal year 1999: $775 million in economic support funds and $1.3 billion in military assistance. AA 
significant portion of the funds in both assistance categories are used by Egypt to acquire U.S. goods and services,@ the 
State Department said in its annual Country Reports on Economic Policy and Trade Practices, published in January 1999. On 
March 11, U.S. Defense Secretary William Cohen announced in Cairo the Clinton administration=s support for  Egypt=s request 
for $3.2 billion of U.S. weapons, and stated that A a strong military relationship supports a strong diplomatic and 
political relationship that builds peace and security in the region.@        There were no signs that the Clinton 
administration utilized this massive financial leverage to press actively and publicly for measurable improvement in human 
rights conditions, despite the largely accurate and extremely negative assessment provided each year in the State 
Department=s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices. As in past years, it closely coordinated diplomatic, military, and 
commercial ties that cemented the bilateral relationship, with little said in public  about human rights and democratic 
governance.    During President Mubarak=s June 26 - July 1 visit to Washington, D.C.,  there was  no public criticism 
from senior administration officials for his government=s poor human rights record.  On June 29, Martin Indyk, assistant 
secretary for near eastern affairs, termed Egypt the Astrategic partner@ of the U.S. in the Middle East. Citing the Israeli-



Arab peace negotiations and policy on Iraq, he added: AWe share a common interest and a common vision for the region. We 
want to promoteCtogetherCmore peace, more prosperity and more stability.@ 

Prior to Mubarak=s visit, the State Department spokesperson on May 28 issued an untypically strong public rebuke of  
the just-passed NGO law, stating that the U.S. was Adeeply disappointed with the apparent thrust of the bill approved by 
the People=s Assembly. We are still reviewing the text, but it appears the law increases the amount of government control 
of non-governmental organizations. This is the wrong direction to go if Egypt wants to energize civil society and promote 
development....Efforts to restrict non-governmental organizations are almost inevitably efforts to limit free speech and 
free association. We are raising our concerns with senior levels of the Egyptian Government.@ But at his June 29 briefing, 
 Indyck considerably softened the earlier criticism.  A[W]e were concerned about the impact of the new law on NGOs.  We 
engaged with the Egyptian government on this issue, and we received assurances from the responsible minister about the 
way that the law would operate to ensure that NGOs would be able to operate freely in Egypt,@ he said. 

The Clinton administration continued to praise the Mubarak government for moving forward with privatization and 
economic reform programs. U.S.  ambassador to Egypt Daniel Kurtzer noted on July 18 that there was some $15 to $17 billion 
of U.S. investment in Egypt, and stressed the goals of Amore privatization, more U.S. investors, and more trade.@ The State 
Department=s economic policy and trade report published in January showed a rise in U.S. exports to Egypt between 1996-97, 
from $3.1 to $3.8 billion, and a decline in Egypt=s exports to the U.S. over the same period, from $713 to $694 million.  
  
 

 IRAN 
 
Human Rights Developments 

Human rights progress continued to be held hostage to increasingly polarized conflict within the leadership of the 
Islamic Republic.  The conflict resulted in disturbing outbreaks of political violence which threatened to quash hopes for 
reforms pledged by President Khatami since his election in 1997. A series of killings and Adisappearances@ of independent 
writers and government critics at the end of 1998 exposed the involvement of state officials in the illegal violent 
suppression of dissent.  Student protests over restrictions on press freedom mushroomed into days of violent street 
protests in which competing political factions took their differences to the streets of Tehran and other major cities. 
Reformers faced criticism that their calls for greater freedom and democracy were resulting in anarchy.   

In some cases, reform efforts were met with reactions from some in the leadership which led to a worsening in the 
human rights situation.  For example, efforts to promote freedom of the press were met with attacks on journalists and 
editors, closures of newspapers, and proposals to pass new laws facilitating the prosecution of journalists for 
expressing their nonviolent opinions, and narrowing the scope of permitted debate. An even livelier debate about how to 
govern in an Islamic state prompted conservatives to declare that those who promoted new interpretations of Islam should 
be considered as Acorrupt on earth@ and sentenced to death.     

Continuing efforts by the Khatami government to normalize relations with Europe and the rest of the world appeared to 
have provoked conservative opponents of such normalization to target religious minorities for persecution, and to engage 
in other inflammatory acts designed to provoke international outrage and embarrass the government. 

Participation in the political process continued to be restricted to supporters of the clerical regime that has ruled 
Iran since the 1979 revolution.  In February reformists associated with President Khatami overcame efforts by conservatives 
to bar their candidacy in direct elections to local and regional councils throughout Iran and triumphed at the polls. 

The brutal killings of veteran political activists Darioush and Parvaneh Forouhar in their Tehran home on November 22, 
1998, were part of a wave of killings and Adisappearances@ which created fear and uncertainty in intellectual circles, but 
also led to the resignation of the minister of intelligence, whose agents were blamed for the killings, and to the 
exposure of a sinister arm of the government engaged in the use of murder as a political weapon.  Other victims of 
killings in November and December 1998 included Mohammad Mokhtari, and Mohammad Pouyandeh, writers and free-expression 
advocates who both had been briefly detained in October 1998.  Pirouz Davani, a political activist for a banned left-wing 
organization Adisappeared@ in September 1998 and was believed to have been killed for his political views. 



Although the killing of political dissidents at home and abroad was not new to Iran, popular reaction to these deaths 
was strong and immediate.  Thousands of mourners marched in the funeral procession for slain leaders of the Iran Nation 
Party Darioush and Parvaneh Forouhar in Tehran on November 30.  Different branches of the government, including the 
judiciary and the National Security Council (NSC), the latter headed by President Khatami, announced that inquiries would be 
established into the killings and the perpetrators brought to justice.  Whereas the judiciary spoke of mysterious Adomestic 
and external hands@ being behind the murders, the NSC inquiry identified serving agents within the Ministry of Intelligence 
as responsible and took a number of them into custody.  Minister of Intelligence Ghorbanali Dorri-Najafabadi and several of 
his senior deputies resigned in February as the extent of the ministry=s involvement became known.  However, although 
senior officials repeatedly promised an open trial of the suspects, no trial had started by the end of the year. 

Speculation about where the ultimate responsibility for the killings lay played a direct role in the year=s most 
traumatic incidents of political violence, the student protests of July and their suppression by a combination of uniformed 
and irregular forces.  In June Salam, one of the most popular pro-reform newspapers,     published an internal memorandum 
said to have been written by Saeid Emami, a detained ministry of intelligence official.  In the memo, Emami sets out a policy 
to harass and stifle the independent press through a variety of legal and extralegal measures, remarkably similar to the 
actual experiences of the journalists and the press throughout the year. 

In July, Salam was closed down and charges of spreading false information brought against its publisher, Mohammad 
Mousavi Khoeniha, in a Special Court for the Clergy.  The closure triggered a peaceful protest by students at Tehran 
University on July 8.  During the early hours of July 9, members of an unidentified uniformed militia force entered the 
university dormitories while the students slept and attacked them,  throwing some out of windows and taking some away. The 
dormitory rooms were ransacked and furniture and equipment smashed. According to the witnesses  at least four students 
were killed in the assault on the dormitory, three hundred wounded, and four hundred taken into detention. 

The next day, students took to the streets to protest the assault on the dormitories, to demand an inquiry, and to call 
for the release of their colleagues from detention.  The demonstration was broken up by hard-line enforcers associated 
with conservative leaders within the government, the Ansar-e Hezbollahi   (Partisans of the Party of God), wielding clubs 
and chains while members of the security forces stood by or joined in the assault on the demonstrators. 

However, student protests continued in Tehran on July 10 and spread to other  cities with calls for the dismissal of 
Tehran police chief, Hedayat Lotfian and for the prosecution of those responsible for the raid.  Outrage about the brutality 
of the initial night-time assault on the dormitories spread throughout Iranian society.   Both President Khatami and Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamene=i condemned the raid and the minister of the interior, Abdullah Mousavi-Lari declared that it 
had taken place without any authorization from the ministry. 

The student protests, also an outlet for popular expression of dissatisfaction with government policies in a wide 
range of areas, including the dire economic situation, the lack of opportunities for university graduates, restrictions on 
basic freedoms, and the slow pace of reform were likened by commentators to the mass demonstrations in 1978 and 1979 
which preceded the overthrow of the Shah.  The popular mood changed abruptly when the demonstrations deteriorated into 
looting and vandalism on July 12 and July 13.  The leadership, with President Khatami and Ayatollah Khamene=i acting in 
concert, moved swiftly to ban further protests and to arrest hundreds of purported ringleaders.  The student movement 
distanced itself from the activities of looters and lawbreakers, making a distinction between the peaceful protests of 
July 9 - 11 and the riotous behavior of the following two days. 

Blame for the unrest was pinned on hostile, foreign-backed forces and several conservative leaders suggested that 
public support for a reform agenda was sowing confusion and leaving the nation vulnerable to attack by its enemies.  In 
the following weeks the conservative press carried statements by Revolutionary Guard leaders calling for an end to 
President Khatami=s Adangerous experiments with democracy.@ 

President Khatami weathered this most serious challenge to his leadership to date, emphasizing a commitment to the rule 
of law. Senior Tehran police chiefs were charged with responsibility for allowing the raid on the dormitories, though the 
head of Tehran police, Hedayat Lotfian was exonerated of any responsibility,  and a hard-hitting report that criticized the 
police and conservative militia groups was issued by the NSC in mid-August.  President Khatami stated on August 12 that 
Apolice officers acting outside their authority and non-military personnel@ were responsible for the dormitories raid, but 
no public criminal proceedings ensued, leaving the full story of who ordered the raid and which forces carried it out still 



shrouded in mystery.  Eyewitnesses confirmed that the main force involved in the violent assault was not the Ansar-e 
Hezbollahi but a much more disciplined, better equipped, uniformed force which arrived at the scene in its own vehicles, 
entered the campus with cooperation from police officers, and vanished into the dawn a few hours later.  Mystery also 
surrounded responsibility for the incidents of looting and property damage on July 12 and 13 with speculation that the 
street violence was initiated by state-backed agent-provocateurs in order to discredit and undermine the protest 
movement.    

Following the unrest, hundreds of students remained in detention or were unaccounted for. The head of Tehran=s 
Revolutionary Court stated on September 11 that four unnamed individuals had been sentenced to death in connection with the 
pro-democracy protests.  The sentences were handed down in secret Revolutionary Court trials in which procedures fall far 
short of international fair trial standards.  In an interview with the conservative daily newspaper Jomhouri-Eslami, 
Hojatoleslam Gholamhossein Rahbarpour said two of the sentences had been confirmed by the Supreme Court and held out the 
possibility of further death sentences among the Athousand arrested@ during the protests. 

The struggle between conservatives and the independent press continued to result in restrictions on freedom of 
expression including closures of newspapers and prosecutions of writers editors and publishers.  Independent newspapers 
such as Rah-e No (New Way),  Jame=eh    Salem (Healthy Society), Iran-e Farda  (Tomorrow=s Iran), and Adineh (Friday), a 
cultural monthly were ordered closed by the Press Court.  However, most continued to  publish despite the closure orders, 
justifying their continued operation on the grounds that they had not received the formal closure orders.  In the cases of 
Jame-eh Salem and Adineh, the jury found them in violation of the Press Law but recommended minimum punishment, not 
including closure.  The judge disregarded the jury=s recommendations and closed them both. 

Following the Adineh decision, the jury protested the judge=s action by not attending the next hearing, involving a 
complaint against Keyhan (Galaxy)  newspaper, leading the judge to dismiss the five jurors who had absented themselves.     
Unable to proceed with trials after dismissal of the jurors, he required that accused persons post high bail in order to 
avoid detention. In May and June two prominent supporters of  President Khatami, Fereydoun Verdinejad, the director of the 
official Islamic Republic News Agency (IRNA), and Mohammed Reza Zohdi, the publisher of  Arya, a daily newspaper, were 
arrested and released on payments of the equivalent of  U.S.$50,000 and U.S.$30,000 bail respectively.  In August 1999, the 
High Judicial Disciplinary tribunal    found that judge Saeid Mortazavi had exceeded his authority in ordering the dismissal of 
the jurors, but recommended no punishment and he remained in office. In September the press court ordered the closure of 
 Neshat (Happiness) and in a subsequent trial, sentenced its publisher, Latif Safari, to a thirty month suspended prison 
sentence and banned him from his profession for five years. 

The role of the jury in press courts was one among several contentious elements in the system of regulation of the 
press.  Another was the use of courts other than the press courts to punish writers for views expressed in the media.  In 
November 1998, Hamshahri reported that the Parliamentary Research Center was drafting legislation that would make writers, 
editors, and publishers  liable to prosecution in courts other than press courts if their articles were deemed to be 
offensive.  On March 4,  a Special Court for the Clergy ruled that it would prosecute any newspaper that even mentioned 
the name of Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri, at one time the designated successor to Ayatollah Khameini as leader but who 
has emerged as a persistent critic of the institution of velayat-e faqih, on which the authority of the leader of the Islamic 
Republic rests.  Since Ayatollah Montazeri=s removal as designated successor by Ayatollah Khomeini in 1988, Montazeri and his 
relatives and followers have been subjected to persecution. In February, Mohsen Kadivar was detained and a case brought 
against him in a Special Court for the Clergy arising from his journalistic writings.  

In March, Zan (Woman) magazine was ordered closed by an Islamic Revolutionary Court for publishing part of a New 
Year=s greeting to the Iranian people from the former empress, Farah Pahlavi, now living in exile, and for publishing a 
cartoon deemed to be defamatory of the Islamic juridical tradition of diyah (blood money).  Other magazines published Farah 
Pahlavi=s message in full without any repercussions. 

In June, a Revolutionary Court ordered the closure of the student bi-weekly newspaper Hoveyat-e Khish (Self Identity).  
Its editor, Heshmatollah Tabarzadi, and director, Hossein Kashani were detained on accusations of Aspreading anti-Islamic 
propaganda.@ Kashani was released in June but Tabarzadi remained    in detention.  Mohsen Saeidzadeh, who had been detained by 
order of a special Court for the Clergy in June 1998 for his writings on women=s rights and Muslim family law was released 
from detention in November 1998. 



In the face of an unrelenting conservative campaign against press freedom, Deputy Minister of Culture and Islamic 
Guidance Ahmad Borghani resigned in January.  The minister, Ataollah Mohajerani, was himself the subject of an impeachment 
motion which he survived by a vote of 135 to 121. Nevertheless, the pressure on Mohajerani and others associated with greater 
press freedom continued.  During May charges were prepared against a senior official in the Ministry of Culture and 
Islamic Guidance, Issa Sakharkhiz.  He faced up to three years in prison after granting permission to Zan newspaper to 
produce a special edition for the Tehran International Book Fair while the newspaper was under a closure order.  His trial 
opened before a Special Court for Public Employees on May 31, and continued as of this writing. 

In addition to efforts to control the press through closures, prosecutions of editors and publishers, and intimidation, 
conservative deputies submitted amendments to the Press Law to the Majlis which passed a first reading on July 7, by 125 
votes to ninety with fifty-five deputies absent. The proposed amendments sought to change the composition of the five-
person Press Supervisory Board and the three-person selection board of the press jury by adding representatives of the 
Islamic Propagation Organization and the  Friday Congregational Prayer    Leaders.    The amendments would also authorize 
Revolutionary Courts to prosecute writers and journalists who overstep the bounds of  permitted criticism. 

    The amendments were denounced by reformists including Minister of Culture Mohajerani, who told the parliament during 
the debate that Awe have to create laws in accordance with freedom, not freedom according to our laws.@ In September, 
Head of the Judiciary Sayyed Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi, who had replaced leading conservative Ayatollah Mohammad Yazdi in 
August, criticized the proposed amendments to the press law and stated that the Islamic Commission for Human Rights, a 
judicial body, would be proposing its own draft amendments.  However, Ayatollah Khamene=i himself resumed attacks on 
independent newspapers which he accused of Acreating mental insecurity@ by calling into question the commands of Islam.  
Conservatives went on the offensive against newspapers which had criticized the use of the death penalty, declaring that 
such comments constituted apostasy and were Aagainst Islam.@ 

Freedom of the press was not the only area of human rights which suffered because of the continuing struggle 
between reformists and hardliners in the government.  In November 1998, police raided more than 500 private homes and 
offices being used by the Bahai Institute for Higher Education, a previously tolerated institution providing educational 
opportunities to Bahais who were denied entry to ordinary universities and colleges. Thirty-five faculty members in the 
institute were detained, and four were sentenced to between three and ten years by a Revolutionary Court for disturbing 
national security, bringing to seventeen the number of Bahais in prison because of their faith by the end of the year. Sina 
Hakimian was sentenced to ten years imprisonment, Farzad Khajeh-Sharifabadi and Habibullah Ferdousian-Najafabadi to seven 
years and Zeiyollah Mir Zamanpour to three years.  In June, the government announced the arrest of thirteen members of 
the Jewish community on charges of spying for Israel. The government did not reveal any evidentiary basis for the arrests, 
which had taken place in February and March, and held the detainees incommunicado for many months.  The arrests appeared 
designed to embarrass President Khatami in his attempts to normalize relations with the West. After the announcement of 
the arrests, the president spoke out on the need to respect the rights of Iran=s religious minorities, but other government 
leaders announced that the thirteen were guilty even before their trial. 

The controversy continued over the jailing of former Mayor of Tehran Gholam Hossein Karbaschi, seen as a victim of 
factional conflict between reformists and conservatives.  In May the trial began of eleven police officers accused of 
torturing two district mayors and other senior municipality officials in an attempt to gather evidence against the mayor.  
This was the first time that torture charges had been brought against police officers, although there were credible 
reports that use of torture remained widespread.   

The holding of the first elections for local town and village councils in February represented a substantial 
achievement in participation in public affairs at the local level. Up until the last moment, it was unclear whether 
candidates associated with reform policies would be permitted to stand by a conservative-controlled Supervisory Council 
appointed by the parliament.  Several prominent candidates, including the impeached former minister of the interior, 
Abdullah Nouri, were rejected by the council because of their Alack of belief in the clerical system,@ but their rejection 
was overruled by an arbitration committee established by President Khatami to settle differences between candidates and 
the council.  In the end, reformist candidates triumphed at the polls.  The issue of how candidates for the February 2000 
parliamentary elections will be selected continued to be debated.  In August, parliament agreed on a revised form of 
vetting which would require the council to provide rejected candidates with written reasons for their rejection.  In the 



past, no reasons were given and a large proportion of prospective candidates were excluded. However, in September, the 
Council of Guardians vetoed the proposed amendment to the vetting procedure. Opposition political parties like the Freedom 
Movement of Iran continued to be denied permission to organize or to field candidates in elections. 
   

Defending Human Rights 
There were no independent human rights organizations active inside the country, and the government continued to 

obstruct visits by international monitors from nongovernmental organizations, and refused access to the U.N. special 
representative on Iran, Maurice Copithorne of Canada.  Nevertheless, human rights monitoring and open debate of the 
government=s human rights policies was a notable aspect of the activities of the independent press.  Several prominent 
intellectual figures like Abdol Karim Soroush and Mohsen Kadivar developed sophisticated critiques of government policies 
in their writings advocating the need for respect for human rights as part of Islamic government.  They suffered threats 
and persecution, but continued to disseminate their ideas.  In August a group of prominent writers, editors, publishers, and 
journalists announced the formation of the Association to Protect Press Freedom which championed international standards 
in the field of freedom of expression in its founding declaration.  It was not officially recognized, but it was able to 
function. In a positive move the government did register the National Association for Children=s Rights in Iran which 
advocated the adoption of standards set out in the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child.   

Human Rights Watch was able to send its researcher, who carries an Iranian passport, to Iran; however, other Human 
Rights Watch staff members, and representatives of other international NGOs were not granted visas.  

Former deputy prime-minister Abbas Amir Entezam remained in prison following his arrest in September 1998 for making 
critical comments about Assadollah Lajevardi, the assassinated former head of Evin Prison, where he had spent seventeen 
years in prison on spying charges he has always denied.  Entezam was a witness to widespread violations of human rights 
during his time in detention and has spoken out about his experiences. His trial on slander charges opened in February, but 
did not reach a verdict. He continued to be held in detention pending the completion of his trial on questionable grounds. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

Human rights violations in Iran continued to be a subject of concern to the United Nations (U.N.) General Assembly and 
the U.N. Commission on Human Rights. However, the international body increasingly recognized the reform efforts of President 
Khatami, who was praised by Secretary-General Kofi Annan as a Afar-sighted leader.@ The General Assembly unanimously 
declared the year 2001 as the Year of Dialogue Among Civilizations, as proposed by President Khatami in his address to the 
Assembly in September 1998.  The tone of the resolution passed by the commission was more positive than in previous years, 
noting a number of positive developments. It praised the expansion of freedom of expression and the emphasis on the rule 
of law. It noted with approval the local elections.  And it praised the investigation of last year=s series of political 
murders.  It criticized torture and discrimination against minorities, as well as the large number of executions. In his 
report to the commission, Special Representative Copithorne praised President Khatami for trying Ato create a more 
tolerant society  in which the rule of law plays a part and which generally recognizes human rights to a considerable 
degree greater than in the past.@ 
 
European Union 

Despite some localized difficulties, notably in the bilateral relationship with Germany, the improvement in relations 
between the European Union (E.U.) and Iran continued.  The European governments were explicit in their support of reform 
efforts. For example, in August, the new Norwegian ambassador to Tehran, resuming diplomatic relations for the first time 
since the Norwegian translator of Salman Rushdie=s The Satanic Verses was stabbed to death by an Iranian hit man, said that 
Norway would be doing everything it could to support political reform. 

In December 1998 the German Supreme Court confirmed the guilty verdict against Kazem Darabi, accused of having been 
dispatched by the Iranian government to murder Kurdish dissidents in Berlin in 1992.  The Iranian government continued to 
hold German national Helmut Hoffer on charges of having had illicit relations with a Muslim woman.  Bilateral relations 



were also strained by negotiations over the rescheduling of the payment of German loans to Iran.  Trade relations with 
other European countries moved forward, notably in the energy sector. 

Although the Khordad Foundation announced that its bounty for the killer of British author Salman Rushdie was still in 
force, the pledge in 1998 that Iranian authorities would do nothing to implement the death threat was sufficient to permit 
the exchange of ambassadors between the two countries in July. British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook stated in September 
that the British government was confident that the Iranian government had Astood by that policy@ on Salman Rushdie.   
President Khatami carried out a state visit to Italy in April, including an audience with the pope at the Vatican.  In 
September, President Thomas Klestil of Austria was the first European head of state to visit the Islamic Republic. He 
expressed the E.U.=s Adismay and preoccupation over the human rights situation@ in Iran, and singled out the situation of four 
people sentenced to death because of their alleged part in student unrest in July, and the imprisonment of thirteen 
Iranian Jews facing trial on charges of spying for Israel.  While in Tehran, President Klestil expressed his support for 
APresident Khatami=s reform policy,@ and emphasized the development of bilateral economic relations.  
 
United States 

There were signs of some easing in the relationship between Iran and the United States, notably in the lifting of the 
prohibition of  the export of U.S.- produced foodstuffs to Iran in May. The U.S. government emphasized that no change of 
policy should be read into the lifting of its embargo.   The U.S. continued to express objections to Iranian policies in the 
areas of weapons proliferation, support for terrorism, and human rights. In March, Secretary of State Albright 
characterized Iranian policies in each of these areas as Adisappointing.@   The annual U.S. report on terrorism listed the 
Iranian opposition groups the National Council of Resistance and the People=s Mojahedine Organization as terrorist 
organizations. The State Department=s annual report on human rights practices spoke of Asome improvements in a few 
areas@ but noted that overall Athe government=s human rights record remained poor.@ 
 
 

 IRAQ 
 
Human Rights Developments 

The Iraqi government headed by President Saddam Hussein continued to rule most of the country except for the three 
northern governorates of Duhok, Arbil, and Sulaimaniyya, and some towns and villages in Kirkuk and Nineveh governorates. 
There were frequent reports from government-controlled areas of mass summary executions of prisoners. The February 1999 
assassination of a prominent Shi>a cleric, apparently by or at the behest of the government, provoked extensive clashes 
between demonstrators and security forces in Baghdad and many southern cities, and reports of further unrest continued to 
emerge over the following months. Forced relocations reportedly continued in various areas, notably in the oil-rich region 
around Kirkuk where many Kurds and Turkomans reside, and there were reports of punitive house demolitions in Baghdad and 
elsewhere.   

In the northern autonomous governorates, the rivalry between the Kurdistani Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan (PUK) continued. Armed clashes between the militias of the two groups did not resume following the 
truce negotiated between the two parties in Washington, D.C., in September 1998, but provisions for sharing border revenues 
and arranging new elections to the regional parliament were not implemented, despite further high-level meetings 
between the groups in Washington in January and again in June 1999.  

The United Nations Security Council embargo of Iraqi exports and imports entered its tenth year in August 1999. The 
stalemate over Iraq=s incomplete compliance with the disarmament demands of the Security Council continued, as did sharp 
division among the five permanent members of the council over what steps to take to secure full compliance and to 
address the continuing humanitarian crisis, which was complicated by a serious drought in the region. Rising oil prices in 
the summer of 1999 finally allowed Iraq to reach and even exceed its quota of $5.2 billion in allowable oil exports under 
the expanded Aoil-for-food@ program authorized by Security Council Resolution 1153 (1998) for the six month phase ending 
November 20, but total oil revenues under the program remained below the authorized level. As of September 20, out of $9.7 



billion worth of contracts submitted under the program since its beginning in early 1997, the Security Council had approved 
$8 billion and $5.5 billion of this, 72 percent of it foodstuffs, had arrived in Iraq, according to the U.N. Office of the Iraq 
Programme. A four-night air assault on Iraq by the United States and the United Kingdom in mid-December 1998 was 
followed by almost daily attacks on Iraqi air defense installations in the southern and northern Ano-fly@ zones.  

In November 1998 the Centre for Human Rights, a London-based affiliate of the opposition Iraqi Communist Party, reported 
that on October 1, 1998, Iraqi authorities under the command of Gen. Sabah Farhan al-Duri executed 119 Iraqis and three 
Egyptians in Abu Ghraib prison near Baghdad. The group reported that twenty-nine of those killed were members of the 
armed forces, and fifty had been imprisoned for their participation in the March 1991 uprisings that followed the Gulf War. 
Among them, only the bodies of three senior military officers were turned over to relatives; many of the others were 
reportedly buried in a mass grave in an area controlled by the Abu Ghraib municipality.  

This mass execution was apparently a continuation of the Aprison-cleansing@ campaign launched by the government a 
year earlier. The U.N. special rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iraq, in his February 1999 report to the U.N. 
Economic and Social Council, reported having received the names and background information regarding more than 200 
prisoners executed between October and December 1998, making a total of some 2,500 executed since the last months of 
1997. Human Rights Watch received reports of more than 600 detainees who were reportedly executed in the first four 
months of 1999, many by name and date of execution. None of these reported executions appeared to follow from any judicial 
due process. 

Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, the leading Shi>a cleric in Iraq, was assassinated in Najaf while driving home on the 
evening of February 19 along with his two sons and chief assistants, Mustafa and Mu>ammal, and their driver. The government 
had recognized al-Sadr as grand ayatollah in 1992, but in the months preceding his death he had begun distancing himself 
from the government in Friday sermons and urging people, against government wishes, to attend mass prayer gatherings. In 
early December 1998 he reportedly called off a march to the shrine of Imam Hussein in Kerbala after the government massed 
security forces around the city to enforce its ban on the march. According to Iraqi opposition sources, Muhammad Hamza al-
Zubaidi, commander of the mid-Euphrates region, visited Ayatollah al-Sadr in January 1999 and warned him to cease his 
criticisms of the government. The Independent (London) reported that in his last sermon, on February 12, recorded on a tape 
smuggled out of Iraq, Ayatollah al-Sadr demanded the release of more than one hundred Shi>a clergy who had been detained 
following the March 1991 uprising and whose fate or whereabouts had not been accounted for.  

The official government newspaper Al-Jumhuriyya labeled the killings as Aamong the many conspiracies against Iraq@ 
and an effort to Adisturb internal security,@ and quickly announced the arrest of several suspects. The official Iraq News 
Agency on April 6 issued a brief announcement that two clerics, Shaikh Abd al-Hassan Abbas al-Kufi and Shaikh Ali Qazim 
Hajman and two religious students, Ahmad Mustafa Ardebili and Haidar Ali Hussein, had been charged with the crime and 
hanged, saying that Athe agents of sedition had been extirpated@ but without providing a date of execution or any 
suggestion that judicial due process was observed. The statement also said the four were Aforeigners,@ insinuating that 
they were Iranian. The April 7 edition of Liberation (Paris), citing a Shi>a opposition weekly dated January 31, noted that 
one of the four, Shaikh al-Kufi, had been arrested in Najaf on December 24 and thus was likely to have been in detention at 
the time of Ayatollah al-Sadr=s assassination.  

Following the murder of Ayatollah al-Sadr there were widespread reports of at least four days of heavy clashes 
between protesters and security forces in heavily Shi>a neighborhoods of Baghdad such as Medinat al-Thawra and in majority 
Shi>a cities such as Karbala, Nasriyya, Najaf, and Basra in which scores were killed and hundreds arrested. The government 
denied these accounts but refused to allow reporters to visit the areas in question. In late September the Centre for 
Human Rights provided the names of twenty-one persons whose bodies they said were among scores discovered in a mass 
grave near the southern town of Zubair. According to the group, they had been extrajudicially executed after being 
detained following a Apopular revolt@ lasting several days in Basra in mid-March.  

There were also opposition reports of collective punishment in the form of punitive house demolitions in Qurna in 
November 1988, Madinat al-Thawra in July, and in villages of the al-Rumeidh tribe in early August. In September the U.S. 
government released aerial photos that it said substantiated opposition reports that government forces had razed 160 homes 
in the southern village of al-Masha on June 29 following protests over the failure to deliver food and medicine. There were 
also several reports of executions of army officers for alleged coup plots in December 1998 and February and March 1999. 



Forced displacement of ethnic Kurds, Turkomans, and other non-Arab minorities reportedly resumed in the last months 
of 1998, particularly in the oil-producing region around the northern city of Kirkuk. Officials of the Kurdish Regional 
Government (KRG) in the autonomous region said in December 1998 that some 200,000 ethnic Kurds had been evicted from 
areas under government control since 1991. Mustafa Ziya, the head of a coalition of Turkoman parties, said that about 5,000 
evicted Turkomans were living in Asubhuman conditions in northern Iraq@ while 20,000 others had fled illegally to Europe. A 
KRG statement of November 19, 1998, claimed that over the previous two months thirty-five families had been ordered to leave 
the Shorja quarter of Kirkuk, while in the Tuzkhurmatu district land belonging to Kurds and Turkomans previously 
dispossessed and forcibly relocated to southern Iraq were allocated to Arab families for housing and farming. Jawhar Namiq 
Salem, the speaker of the Kurdistan National Assembly in Irbil, wrote to U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan on March 10, 
urging a U.N. investigation of the Aethnic cleansing@ policies of the Iraqi government. The Iraqi National Accord, an 
opposition group, reported in late April that the government had expelled into the autonomous region 400 Kurdish and 
Turkoman families from the Kirkuk neighborhoods of Azadi, Iskan, Imam Qasim, al-Shorja, Rahim Awa, Qaria, Baglar, and Sari 
Kahia. 

The relationship between Iraq and the U.N. Security Council entered another confrontational period in December 1998, 
when Richard Butler, chairman of the special disarmament commission (UNSCOM), reported to the Security Council that Iraq 
had failed to live up to its earlier promises to cooperate. The U.S., with the support of the U.K., launched four nights of 
missile and aircraft attacks against military-related sites in Baghdad and elsewhere. UNSCOM inspectors were evacuated 
prior to the attack, and there have been no on-site arms inspections in Iraq since then. Following the assault, Iraq air 
defense systems began to challenge U.S. and British air patrols in the so-called Ano-fly@ zones above the 36th and below 
the 32nd parallels, and U.S. and U.K. reported that their warplanes responded by attacking those sites when provoked. The 
New York Times, citing U.S. military sources, wrote that as of October 3 some 1,650 missiles and laser-guided bombs had 
been fired against 385 targets. The commander of Iraq=s air force said on September 17 that the raids had killed 187 
civilians and wounded 494. In an Associated Press story of September 25, a U.S. military spokesperson said that civilian 
damage had been Aminimal to noneCmost of what the Iraqis have reported did not happen.@ 

The expanded Aoil-for-food@ program had some positive effects on the humanitarian crisis stemming from the Security 
Council embargo and the Iraqi government=s efforts to redirect the embargo=s impact from itself onto the civilian 
population. The overall humanitarian situation, however, remained appalling. Benon Sevan, the executive director of the 
Office of the Iraq Program in the U.N. secretariat, stated in mid-November 1998, AThe most I can say is that in a number of 
key areas the program has stopped the situation from getting worse. In other areas it has slowed down the rate of 
deterioration.@ UNICEF, comparing the 1984-89 and 1994-99 periods in the government-controlled center and south of the 
country, found that infant mortality had increased from 47 to 108 deaths per 1000 live births, while child mortality (under 
five years of age) had increased from 56 to 131 deaths per 1,000 live birthsCa rapid and sustained increase in infant and 
child mortality rates that was virtually unprecedented. UNICEF reported, by contrast, declining mortality rates in the 
northern autonomous governorates. The report of the secretary-general covering the three months ending on July 31 noted 
that for the first time the rate of chronic child and infant malnutrition had started to decline in that part of the 
country under government control. The secretary-general and the Ahumanitarian panel@ established by the Security Council 
(see below) criticized the Aholds@ put on Iraqi applications to import goods and parts for the electric power, water and 
sanitation, and oil production sectors under Aoil-for-food.@ The panel criticized the government of Iraq for Aunjustifiable 
bottlenecks@ that prevented the delivery of non-food goods, particularly medical supplies, to end-users. The secretary-
general in several reports criticized Iraq for failing to order recommended special foods for infants, children, and 
nursing mothers, for encouraging bottle feeding against the advice of virtually all international public health experts, and 
for using the medical allocation to import expensive and sophisticated equipment with limited use rather than medicines and 
medical supplies needed by the general population.  
 
Defending Human Rights 

The government allowed no independent human rights organizations to operate in the governorates under its control 
and prevented foreign journalists or diplomats and persons working with humanitarian relief programs from traveling 
outside of Baghdad without escort or reporting on human rights abuses.  



The Centre for Human Rights, affiliated with the Iraqi Communist Party, relayed information from inside government-
controlled Iraq through its office in Shaqlawa in the autonomous region and its headquarters in London. Other Iraqi 
opposition groups such as the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), the Iraq National Accord, and the 
Iraq National Congress also provided information about human rights abuses by the government in Baghdad. The border 
between the government-controlled and autonomous regions remained relatively porous, and many Iraqis reportedly traveled 
to the north and back with little hindrance. However, the presence of government intelligence operatives in the north and 
the refusal of neighboring countries to allow passage to the north of Iraq made it difficult for international human rights 
organizations to investigate abuses or to verify the information provided by opposition groups.  
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

Polarization over Iraq policy in the Security Council intensified following the resort to military force by the U.S. and 
the U.K. in December and continued U.S. insistence on maintaining intact the embargo on Iraqi imports and exports. U.S. 
officials frequently ascribed the opposition of France and Russia in particular to their prospective commercial interests 
in Iraq, but for many countries the humanitarian crisis was clearly a factor as well. Ambassador Antonio Monteiro of 
Portugal, then the chair of the A661 committee@ supervising the Iraq sanctions, told a symposium in early December 1998 that 
the Iraq sanctions had been intended as a short term measure. AWe must recognize today,@ Monteiro said, Athat, far from 
targeting the effects of the sanctions on those who have the power to decide and putting pressure on them to fulfill the 
obligations, the measures imposed on Iraq had conversely a bigger impact on the general population.@ Later in December 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan urged the Security Council to review the embargo in spite of the UNSCOM report critical of 
Iraq=s noncooperation with arms inspectors. AI=m not sure that the comprehensive review is something that Iraq deserves or 
does not deserve,@ Annan said. AI think the Council would want to know, after eight years of sanctions, where it stands.@  

The council in January adopted a Canadian proposal setting up three expert panels on the disarmament situation, the 
humanitarian situation, and Kuwaiti persons and property still not accounted for by Iraq. Those recommendations were made 
public at the end of March. The disarmament panel stressed that Athe status quo [of no on-site inspections] is not a 
practical alternative@ and recommended Arefocusing@ disarmament efforts from detection and destruction of remaining 
weapons of mass destruction to a rigorous program of ongoing monitoring and verification (OMV) which would Aif anything, 
be more intrusive than the one practiced so far@ but would also place Agreater reliance...on the provision of information 
by suppliers.@  

The Ahumanitarian panel@ summarized the reports it had received from U.N. and other humanitarian agencies as indicating 
Aa continuing degradation of the Iraqi economy with an acute deterioration in the living conditions of the Iraqi population 
and severe strains on its social fabric@ and concluded that Aalmost the whole young child population was affected by a 
shift in their nutritional status towards malnutrition.@ The panel recommended: removing the ceiling on Iraqi exports; 
allowing private international investment to rehabilitate Iraq=s oil industry; Apreapproval@ of applications to import food, 
pharmaceutical, medical, agricultural, and educational equipment; a Acash component@ by way of payment for installation by 
and training for Iraqi workers and professionals; and steps to end the intellectual and informational isolation of Iraqi 
educators and health professionals in particular. Some of these recommendations were also made in the secretary-general=s 
two-year review of the Aoil-for-food@ program, released on April 28.  

The panel reports did not resolve the divisions in the council. France, Russia, and China supported a suspension of 
sanctions in return for Iraqi agreement to resume inspections while the U.K. and the Netherlands proposed suspending some 
aspects of the embargo following a three-month period of full Iraqi government cooperation with arms inspections. The 
U.S., after some hesitation, endorsed this proposal, as did most of the ten nonpermanent members. In a press interview on 
September 19, Hans von Sponek, the U.N. humanitarian coordinator for Iraq, called on the Security Council to Anot play the 
battle on the backs of the civilian population by letting them wait until the more complex issues are resolved@ and to 
Aplease remove the humanitarian discussions from the rest in order to really end a silent human tragedy.@ As of this 
writing, the permanent members had not agreed on a compromise draft resolution.  



The Commission on Human Rights, at its annual meeting, adopted a resolution on April 23 strongly condemning Iraq=s 
Asystematic, widespread and extremely grave violations of human rights and of international humanitarian law...resulting in 
an all-pervasive repression and oppression sustained by broad-based discrimination and widespread terror,@ and extending 
the mandate of Special Rapporteur Max van der Stoel.  

Iraq submitted its fourteenth periodic report to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in February 
1999. In its concluding observations of August 19, the committee Arecognized the adverse consequences of the economic 
sanctions on the enjoyment of human rights by the civilian population@ and Ajoin[ed] the appeals to the international 
community and the United Nations, in particular, the Security Council, for the lifting of those embargo provisions affecting, 
in particular, the humanitarian situation of the population of Iraq. The committee also expressed concern over reports of 
forced relocation of and discrimination against Kurds and other non-Arabs in the Kirkuk and Khanaqin areas. On March 10 
the committee adopted a statement of concern Aabout acts and policies of suppression of the fundamental rights and the 
identity of the Kurds as a distinct people,@ but did not mention by name Iraq or any other country in which Kurds are a 
sizeable minority.  

On October 26, 1998, the Committee on the Rights of the Child issued its Concluding Observations on Iraq=s report, which 
it had considered in September. The committee  noted the adverse effects of the Security Council embargo, Athereby 
impeding the full enjoyment by the State party=s population, particularly children, of their rights to survival, health and 
education,@ and expressed concern over the absence of data on adolescent health, the dramatic increase in the economic 
exploitation of children, and the incompatibility of Iraq=s administration of juvenile justice with the Convention and other 
U.N. standards.  
 
European Union 

The United Kingdom supported U.S. military attacks on Iraq, but moved away from the U.S. position opposing any 
modification of the embargo. In late March the U.K. reportedly suggested the transfer of responsibility for approving 
humanitarian contracts from the Sanctions Committee to the Office of the Iraq Program in the secretariat, a proposal that 
was then incorporated in a draft resolution drawn up with the Netherlands. In closed Security Council talks on July 12, U.K. 
ambassador Jeremy Greenstock reportedly proposed that the council agree upon a Asimplified@ list of Iraq=s outstanding 
disarmament tasks.  

In a joint press conference with French president Jacques Chirac on June 17, President Clinton said that their 
differences over Iraq Awere largely a difference over what is likely to be more effective.@ Chirac responded that to 
reestablish arms inspections Awhat we need, at the very least, is to reexamine the conditions of the embargo...for reasons 
that have to do with the very serious degradation of living conditions of the Iraqi people, who are the victims of the 
situation.... If we are not convinced we=re going to reach a result...that in any case Iraq will refuse the resolution...it would 
be a somewhat pointless gesture which would not lead to any results but might strain the solidarity of the Security 
Council.@  

The European Parliament, in a January 14 resolution, condemned Iraq=s noncompliance with Security Council Resolution 
687 (1991), endorsed the continued enforcement of the no-fly zones, urged the council to cooperate with the U.S. and 
regional states to establish Arespect for the rule of law and basic human and democratic rights in Iraq,@ and demanded Aan 
immediate and substantial increase@ in the oil-for-food program and an end to Iraqi government obstruction of 
humanitarian aid.  In a March 3 resolution on Athe influx of migrants from Iraq and the neighboring region,@ the parliament 
criticized the January 1998 Aaction plan@ of the Council of Ministers as Anot established lawfully.@ The resolution requested 
the European Commission to submit a new proposal which included an analysis of the reasons for increased emigration, 
including human rights violations by Iraq and Turkey and Turkish military incursions into northern Iraq. 
 
United States 

Top United States officials throughout the year stressed the importance of maintaining the total embargo of Iraq. In 
December President Clinton=s National Security Adviser Sandy Berger stated that without sanctions Aoil for food would 
likely become oil for tanks.@ There were a number of indications that the administration considered the embargo a higher 
priority than renewing on-site arms inspections. AWe would like to see an effective UNSCOM going back in there,@ said 



State Department spokesperson James Foley on January 7, Aand only an effective UNSCOM going back in there. In the 
absence of that, we can live with the status quo. We=re not panting to have UNSCOM go in there now.@ Pentagon 
spokesperson Kenneth Bacon acknowledged on May 26 that A[t]here is no sign that [Saddam Hussein] is losing his grip on 
power. But he does have less to maintain a grip on. His economy continues to shrink. The U.N. sanctions continue having a 
big impact.@  

Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs Martin Indyk said in Congressional testimony on June 8 that the 
U.S. is Acommitted to maintaining UNSC sanctions against the Iraqi regime, while lifting the burden of sanctions off the 
backs of the Iraqi people through the expansion and streamlining of the oil-for-food program.@ Indyk also stated that Awe 
will work with forces inside and outside Iraq, as well as Iraq=s neighbors, to change the regime in Iraq,@ and said that the 
administration was using $8 million in congressionally earmarked funds Ato strengthen opposition political unity, to 
support the Iraq war crimes initiative, to support humanitarian programs and the development of civil society, and for 
activities inside Iraq.@  

In response to congressional passage in October 1998 of the Iraq Liberation Act, which authorized $97 million for U.S. 
support of opponents of the Iraqi government, the administration in January designated seven opposition groups as eligible 
to receive support but resisted in public congressional pressures to provide military equipment and training to the groups 
and appointed to the National Security Council the co-author of a Foreign Affairs article that derided as a Afantasy@ the 
project of a U.S.-sponsored insurgency. 

The administration frequently exaggerated the humanitarian impact of the Aoil-for-food@ program. President Clinton 
said on December 19, 1998, that the program Agenerates more than $10 billion a year for food, medicine and other critical 
humanitarian supplies for the Iraqi people.@ In fact, only two-thirds of the proceeds go to pay for humanitarian imports, 
and due to low oil prices and the decrepit state of Iraq=s oil production facilities, Iraq was only able to export 
approximately $5.3 billion worth of oil in 1998. Undersecretary of State Thomas Pickering told the U.S. Senate on March 17 
that the program had Atremendous positive impact on conditions for the average Iraqi,@ although the administration=s sixty-
day report to the Congress on May 25 also stated that because of the absence of arms inspectors A[t]he U.S. has placed 
holds on a number of contracts that might otherwise have been approved as a result.@ 

On September 13, on the eve of high-level negotiations with other permanent members of the Security Council on a 
compromise draft resolution, the Department of State issued a report charging that the Iraqi government bore sole 
responsibility for the country=s humanitarian crisis and reiterating many of the government=s extensive human rights 
violations.  
 
 

ISRAEL, THE OCCUPIED WEST BANK & GAZA STRIP, 

AND PALESTINIAN AUTHORITY TERRITORIES 
 

Human Rights Developments 
 
Israel and the Occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip 

 A new government led by Ehud Barak took office on July 6 after elections to the Knesset and for the prime minister 
on May 17.  New ministers promised to address human rights issues in areas under Israeli control including torture, 
prolonged administrative detention and hostage-taking, house demolitions, Jerusalem residency revocations, and 
discrimination against Palestinian citizens of Israel, but with limited progress to date.  The High Court of Justice ruled 
many established interrogation practices illegal, though it did not decisively prohibit torture in all circumstances. 

Widespread and systematic discrimination against ethnic and religious minorities and against women on issues such as 
personal status, housing, and employment continued to be a serious problem. In May the Ministry of Internal Security 
reported that there were more than 200,000 battered women in IsraelCone in seven. 



Despite some encouraging rulings on issues affecting non-Orthodox segments of the Jewish community, the courts 
overall were reluctant to challenge discriminatory laws and practices.  For example, in its November 26, 1998 ruling the 
High Court of Justice  acknowledged that Athere is no equality for Arab religious communities in budget allocations of the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs,@ but declined to rule on whether Israeli law safeguarded the right to equality.  In 1998 the 
ministry had allotted 1.86 percent of its budget to the combined Muslim, Christian, and Druze communities, although they 
comprised close to 20 percent of the population. The Legal Center for Minority Rights in Israel (Adalah) had asked the 
court to declare provisions of the Knesset Budget Law invalid based on the principle of equality, and to allocate resources 
according to the religious communities= percentage of the total population.   The court found the requested remedy was too 
general because it did not provide a detailed and independent assessment of the communities= needs, and said the 
petitioners had not proved substantive inequality existed. 

Labor conditions for foreign and Palestinian workers remained poor.  Weak laws and poor enforcement left workers 
with few protections against exploitation by employers and labor contractors.  On July 19 Thailand=s ambassador threatened 
to stop the flow of Thai workers to Israeli farms if they were not paid the minimum wage.  He estimated that approximately 
17,000 Thais working in agriculture were owed $30 million because of underpayments. In July the High Court ordered the 
Ministry of Interior to bring foreigners awaiting deportation before a judge within fourteen days, but as of early October 
the ruling had not been implemented.  The ruling was intended to prevent the prolonged detention without judicial review 
of migrant workers awaiting deportation.  

Minister of Interior Natan Sharansky announced on October 17 that he had ended the enforcement of the so-called 
Acenter of life@ policy, which revoked permanent residency permits of Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem who were 
unable to produce the many documents needed to prove that their Acenter of life@ was within Jerusalem municipal 
boundaries. In September the Interior Ministry revised upwards its count of the Palestinians whose residency rights had been 
revoked under the policy to 2,721 for the period January 1996 through April 1999.  The Bethlehem-based Badil Resource Center 
estimated that by including  family members who also lost their residency rights due to the revocations, the total number of 
Palestinians affected was 10,884 for this period.  

In contrast, the High Court met on April 22 to hear a petition challenging the revocations, and set a deadline of 
August for the petitioners and the State Attorney to submit additional information and prepare a joint report outlining 
their positions.  The government delayed submitting its report, and as of mid-October the court had not acted on a petition 
for a temporary injunction against further revocations of residency rights. 

Following its November 20, 1998 partial redeployment under the terms of the Wye River Memorandum, Israel exercised full 
or partial control over approximately 90 percent of the West Bank and 40 percent of the Gaza Strip, while the 
Palestinian Authority (P.A.) had full control over the rest.  Under the  terms of the Sharm al-Sheikh Memorandum signed on 
September 4, further redeployments scheduled for November 1999 and January 2000 would raise the portion of the West Bank 
under full P.A. control to approximately 18 percent.   Other provisions of the Memorandum included a phased release of 350 
of the Palestinian prisoners held by Israel, planned Asafe passage@ routes for travel between the West Bank and Gaza, and 
a one year deadline for completion of final status negotiations. 

Israel retained extensive control over and placed restrictions on the freedom of movement of all West Bank and Gaza 
Strip Palestinians.  For example, Israel had barred Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza Strip who lacked hard-
to-obtain permits from entering or transiting through Israel or East Jerusalem since March 1993, and imposed closures and 
curfews on towns and villages under its control in the West Bank and Gaza.  These policies obstructed Palestinian 
economic activity and access to health care, schools and universities, places of worship, and family members in other parts 
of the territories or in Israeli prisons. Despite Israeli claims that closure was a justified security measure, the arbitrary 
nature of the procedures and criteria for issuing permits and their indiscriminate imposition on an entire population made 
it an act of collective punishment.  

Israel=s expansion of settlements in Gaza and the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) that are illegal under the 
Fourth Geneva Convention (see  Human Rights Watch World Report 1999) increased after the signing of the October 1998 Wye 
River Memorandum, and especially in the period around the May elections.  According to the Israeli group Peace Now, 
between 1996 and July 1999 Jewish settlers erected forty-one new settlement outposts in the West Bank.  Spending on 



settlement expansion continued under the new government.  According to Peace Now, as of September 23 Housing Minister 
Yitzhak Levy had issued tenders for a total of 2,594 new buildings in West Bank settlements. 

The demolition of Palestinian homes built without permits in Israeli occupied territories and in Israel also continued 
under the new government, despite Internal Security Minister Shlomo Ben Ami=s statement in August that he was Aopposed 
with every ounce of my being  to the destruction of houses.@  According to the Society for the Protection of Human Rights 
and the Environment (LAW), as of September 20 there had been at least fifty house demolitions in the West Bank and Gaza, 
including seven since the Barak government came to power. 

According to the Prisoners= Support Association (Addameer), after the September 9 release of 199 prisoners under the 
first phase of the Sharm al-Sheikh Memorandum Israel held approximately 1,800 Palestinians prisoners convicted of 
Asecurity@ offenses. A further 151 prisoners, including forty-two from Arab states, were released on October 15. Lawyers 
reported that Palestinian prisoners in Ashkelon prison were subjected to severe restrictions on family visits, and in June 
prisoners in the isolation wing went on hunger strike to protest the conditions there.  Prisoners held a second hunger 
strike in August to protest the Israeli restrictions on the categories of prisoners released in September: among those 
excluded were prisoners from occupied East Jerusalem and Israel itself, members of Hamas and Islamic Jihad, and prisoners 
accused of killing or severely wounding Israelis. 

The longest-serving administrative detainee held under military orders, Osama Barham, was released on July 18, just 
prior to the High Court hearing a petition challenging his detention.  With the exception of sixteen days in 1994, Barham had 
been detained since November 1993.  He was required to post a NIS 20,000 bond and report regularly to a police station as a 
condition of his release.  As of September 23 Israel held twenty-nine administrative detainees under military orders. The 
Office of the Military Advocate General refused Human Rights Watch=s request to observe military court hearings on appeals 
against administrative detention orders in May.  

In addition to those held under military orders, Israel continued to hold twenty-one Lebanese civilians hostage under 
Israeli civil law.  On January 17 and May 26 an expanded nine judge panel of the High Court reviewed the 1997 ruling that 
Israel could administratively detain them as Abargaining chips,@ but had not ruled as of mid-October. 

Torture by the General Security Service (GSS) was widespread and systematic, with one Jerusalem-based organization, 
the Public Committee against Torture in Israel (PCATI), reporting that by mid-September it had filed fifty-five petitions for 
injunctions against torture.  Initial reports suggested that the use of torture declined or stopped in the days immediately 
after the September 6 High Court ruling that GSS officers were not authorized to use Aphysical means@CtortureCduring 
interrogations.  However, the ruling stopped short of the absolute ban on torture and ill-treatment required by 
international law and left the door open for a torturer to escape punishment by invoking a Anecessity@ defense under 
article 34(11) of the Penal Law (1977), or for the Knesset to pass legislation legalizing torture or ill-treatment.  On 
September 14 members of the Knesset submitted a bill authorizing the head of the GSS to order torture in cases where a 
suspect was believed to have information that could stop an imminent attack.   

The High Court also relied on the Anecessity@ defense when it rejected a petition that sought to revoke the promotion 
of  an Israeli Defense Force  (IDF) commander and begin prosecution proceedings against him.  The commander, identified 
only as Respondent No. 4, had shot a bound captive and then ordered another soldier to shoot him again during a 1993 
commando raid in south Lebanon.   The court based its ruling on the Military Attorney General finding that the commander 
was entitled to a defense of necessity because of his Aresponsibility for the safety of his soldiers,@ and the IDF Chief 
Commander=s finding that Respondent No. 4 was Aone of the best fighters of the IDF.@ The court ruled that Aas judges we do 
not replace [the Chief Commander=s] reasoning with our own,@ and ordered the petitioner to pay the respondents= legal 
expenses. 

Israel continued to hold the bodies of >Adel and >Imad Awadallah, killed in suspicious circumstances by a police special 
forces unit in September 1998 (see Human Rights Watch World Report 1999).  In March the Israel Information Center for Human 
Rights in the Occupied Territories (B=Tselem) and the Center for the Defense of the Individual (Hamoked) issued a report 
documenting at least twenty-two other Palestinians= corpses being held by Israel in so-called Acemeteries for enemy 
dead,@ where it said the bodies were buried Ain a demeaning and shameful manner@ with only minimal measures taken to 
ensure identification. 
 



Palestinian Authority 
Arbitrary detention without charge or trial, torture and ill-treatment during interrogation, grossly unfair trials, and 

restrictions on freedom of association and expression continued.  Efforts by individuals, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), and the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) to document and combat these violations were constrained by the lack 
of a legal framework clearly specifying the duties and responsibilities of the executive, judicial, and legislative branches 
of government.   Palestinian Authority (P.A.) president Yasir  Arafat=s continued refusal to sign the Basic Law, as well 
as eight of the twenty-seven other laws passed by the PLC since 1996, further undermined efforts to institutionalize 
necessary safeguards and to limit serious executive branch abuses.  

Palestinian security forces continued to carry out arbitrary arrests and detentions, holding detainees for years without 
charge and without access to lawyers or family visits, sometimes even after the P.A.=s attorney general or courts had 
ordered access to lawyers or releases.  For example, Wa=il >Ali Faraj, arrested on April 25, 1996, remained in detention 
despite a February 20, 1999 High Court order for his release.  Those released were sometimes immediately rearrested, as in the 
case of Dr. >Abd al->Aziz al-Rantisi.  Arrested on April 9, 1998 and ordered released on June 4, 1998, he was released on 
July 19, 1999Cto attend his mother=s funeralCbut rearrested on August 8 after being quoted in al-Quds newspaper as 
saying his detention was due to P.A. security cooperation with Israel and the US.  The court ordered his release on 
September 27, but as of mid-October he remained in custody. 

Security forces sometimes detained or placed under house arrest the relatives of wanted individuals.  For example, 
fifteen-year-old Bilal Yehya al-Ghoul was detained by the General Intelligence Service from 12 February to 2 March.  The 
Gaza-based Palestinian Center for Human Rights (PCHR) reported that his arrest and torture was primarily to force his 
father, Yehya al-Ghoul, to surrender to police. The entire family had previously been placed under house arrest when the 
older al-Ghoul escaped from prison on December 11, 1998. Bilal was reportedly detained with adults and denied visits by his 
family and lawyer.  

As of mid-October there had been one death in custody.  Muhammad Ahmad Shrieteh died in hospital after being 
transferred from the Hebron police station in convulsions.  According to LAW he had been detained without a warrant by 
Preventative Security Services on September 28. 

Lawyers continued to report difficulty in seeing their clients, despite receiving permits from the attorney general or 
court orders allowing visits, with the denial of access sometimes having a punitive character.  Beginning in May LAW, the 
Gaza office of Addameer, and PCHR were denied access to clients held in Gaza prisons controlled by the police department 
because of their reporting on violations of detainees= rights.  According to LAW, Prison Service Director General Hamdi 
al-Rifi attributed the ban to a decision by Chief of Police Ghazi Al-Jabali.  The Palestinian Bar Association held a one day 
strike on April 15 to protest interference in lawyers= fulfillment of their legal duties and the Alack of respect for the 
law, vacancy of the chief justice and attorney general=s posts, failure to implement the  Judiciary Law, and abandonment 
of the judiciary to suffer from a huge shortage of judges and administrative personnel.@ 

Public protests against untried political detentions increased, with detainees holding lengthy hunger strikes and 
family members demonstrating to demand their trial or release.  On January 13 the legislature passed a resolution calling 
for a prohibition on political detentions and the immediate release of political detainees.  In late September Addameer 
estimated there to be 280 political prisoners in P.A. custody. 
  The judiciary continued to suffer from a severe lack of human and material resources, and trials fell far short of 
international fair trial standards. The June appointment of a chief justice and a civilian attorney general filled posts 
long vacant but had no effect on the State Security Courts (SSC) and military courts. President Arafat refused to sign 
and implement the Judicial Authority Law passed by the parliament in November 1998, leaving the West Bank and Gaza with 
separate judicial systems.  In addition, Presidential Decree 28, issued September 19, gave the Gaza-based chief justice 
powers to discipline and transfer judges in both the West Bank and Gaza, although West Bank law and the Judicial 
Authority Law gave these powers to a Supreme Judicial Council.  On October 11, a group of West Bank judges declared an 
open strike to protest transfers ordered by the chief justice. 

  Military and State Security Courts had the power to try civilians and denied almost all due process rights, including 
the right to appeal.  Empowered to issue death sentences for a variety of vaguely worded crimes, they were responsible for 
the majority of the death sentences issued.  Sentences were sometimes issued only hours after arrest, and often appeared 



to be influenced by political considerations, as in the case of  Ahmed >Atiya Abu Mustafa, executed on February 26.  Mustafa, 
who was arrested on February 21 on charges of raping a child, was sentenced to fifteen years hard labor for the rape, and 
under the 1979 Revolutionary Code was additionally sentenced to death for Ainciting the public against the authorities,@ 
apparently in reference to public outrage and demands for his execution.  On July 1 President Arafat expanded the 
jurisdiction of the State Security Courts by presidential decree to include Aeconomic offenses.@ 

Despite a proliferation of media outlets, press freedom remained restricted.  Repeated interrogations and arrests of 
journalists, closures of media outlets, and the P.A.=s direct political or financial links to two of the three major daily 
newspapers ensured a climate of fear and self-censorship.  Media oversight was split among a number of ministries and 
agencies with overlapping jurisdiction, often making it difficult to determine which, if any, agency had ordered a 
particular closure or investigation. Despite the 1998 court ordered reopening of the Islamist weekly al-Risala,  police 
continued to harass its journalists and commentators, briefly detaining a journalist suspected of reporting on a sex 
scandal involving government officials on September 28 and on May 22 and 23 briefly detaining the publisher and two 
editors after the newspaper reported on a case of alleged police torture.  Television and radio stations were also subject 
to repeated closures;  as of mid-October the Bethlehem-based al-Ru=ah TV, which was ordered closed on May 17 after 
broadcasting a play that security officials alleged incited prejudice between Christians and Muslims, had not been allowed 
to reopen.  The station, along with several others, had been ordered closed twice in 1998 after airing footage of protests 
against the U.S. bombing of Iraq.  

The Palestinian Legislative Council=s efforts to retain its legislative role despite increasing encroachments by the 
executive branch suffered a further setback on August 12, when its speaker called an unannounced vote to amend the NGO 
law it passed on December 21, 1998.  The vote came at the end of the last session of the council=s term, after many members 
had left, and violated its bylaws, which gave the president a one month deadline to sign or submit amendments and required 
a absolute majority vote to pass a presidential amendment.  President Arafat had not returned the law to the council until 
April, when he sought an amendment to make the Ministry of Interior, and not the Ministry of Justice,  responsible for NGO 
oversight.  The PLC had rejected this demand during the bill=s original consideration and again by a vote of thirty-eight to 
twelve on May 25.  The government responded with the creation of Ministry of NGO Affairs and a series of attacks against 
human rights NGOs and activists (see below). 
 

Defending Human Rights 

 

Israel and the Occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip 
Israel continued to permit human rights organizations to collect and disseminate information in the areas under its 

control, but closures often kept Palestinian human rights workers and lawyers, including those with Israeli citizenship or 
Jerusalem identity cards, from traveling freely within the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and Israel.  Palestinians who had 
previously detained were also refused access to prisons and detainees. 

Sha=wan Jabarin, fieldwork coordinator for al-Haq, was subject to travel restrictions following his January 1998 
release from administrative detention. A July 4 High Court ruling permitted him one exit and entry to attend a human rights 
training program abroad.  The judge and the GSS told him informally that he could not travel via neighboring Arab 
countries, and that he would not be allowed to leave the country again. 
 
Palestinian Authority 

Palestinian NGOs, particularly human rights NGOs, were increasingly subject to police harassment and threats by P.A. 
officials, including major smear campaigns in the semi-official media. Many of the attacks were a direct outcome of the 
P.A.=s effort to override the provisions of the NGO law.  For example, representatives of NGOs who refused to register 
their organizations with the Ministry of Interior reported that they were repeatedly called in for police interrogations and 
threatened with arrest under a 1909 Ottoman-era law prohibiting unregistered associations. 

Other actions appeared to be aimed at silencing NGOs and activists who criticized P.A. abuses. In an August 28 letter 
to PCHR director Raji Sourani, Chief of Police Ghazi al-Jabali said Awords are not sufficient, especially with those who sold 
their consciences and their pens to the interests of those who want us to have neither a state or law.@ Al- Jabali was 



responding to PCHR criticisms of gross fair trial violations in the trial of Iman Mohammed Abu Sa>ada, who was accused of 
killing a police officer. Abu Sa>ada, a civilian,  was sentenced to death after a six hour State Security Court hearing. The 
letter was copied to the ministers of justice and NGO affairs, and to all regional police chiefs and stations  Ato acquaint 
them with the position of Raji Sourani and human rights organizations.@ 

In June and July the directors of LAW and PCHR, and  the secretary general of PICCR filed separate complaints asking 
for the prosecution under the press law of journalists and government officials who had made slanderous statements about 
them and their organizations during the June government campaign against NGOs.  Individuals named in the complaints 
included Khalil al-Zaben, coordinator of the government-appointed NGO council, and P.A. Minister Nabil Amer, the editor of 
al-Hayat al-Jadida newspaper.  
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

Israel and the Occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip 
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights reviewed Israel=s first periodic report on its implementation of 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) on November 17 and 18, 1998.  The committee 
expressed concern over twenty-three different types of violations and restrictions on the enjoyment of economic, social, 
and cultural rights in Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories, including discrimination against non-Jews, 
expropriation of Palestinian land and resources to expand exclusively Jewish settlements, the practice of house demolitions 
and restrictions on family reunification and residency rights, and the policy of closure.  In its recommendations it urged 
Israel to review reentry policies for Palestinians Awith a view to bringing such policies level with the Law of Return as 
applied to Jews@; to Arecognize existing Arab Bedouin villages, the land rights of their inhabitants and their right to 
basic services, including water@; and Aas a matter of the highest priority, to undertake to ensure safe passage at 
checkpoints for Palestinian medical staff and people seeking treatment, the unhampered flow of essential foodstuffs and 
supplies, the safe conduct of students and teachers to and from schools, and the reunification of families separated by 
closures.@ 

In an unprecedented move, the High Contracting Parties (HCP) of the Fourth Geneva Convention (relative to the 
Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War) met on July 15 to discuss Ameasures to enforce the Convention in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory, including Jerusalem, and to ensure respect thereof in accordance with common article 1.@  

Israel continued to refuse to cooperate with Hannu Halinen, U.N. special rapporteur on the situation of human rights in 
the Palestinian territories occupied since 1967.  In a letter to Halinen, Israel=s ambassador in Geneva David Peleg said Israel 
would continue to refuse cooperation until the special rapporteur=s mandate was revised to include both Israeli and P.A. 
abuses, be limited in time, and not start from an assumption of Israeli violations. Halinen, who submitted his fourth report 
to the Commission on Human Rights on January 20,  had previously asked for similar changes in his mandate, and included 
information on P.A. abuses in his reports. 
 
Palestinian Authority 

On September 21, the U.N. secretary general appointed Terje Roed-Larsen as special coordinator for the Middle East 
peace process and his personal representative to the PLO and the P.A., effective October 1.   The position included 
responsibilities previously in the mandate of  the U.N. special coordinator for the occupied territories (UNSCO), a post 
Roed-Larsen held from 1994 to 1996. 

In his January 20 report to the Commission on Human Rights, U.N. Special Rapporteur Halinen called on the P.A. to try or 
release administrative detainees, prohibit torture, and guarantee judicial independence, and undertake Adetermined 
legislative efforts@ to enforce the rights of women and children. P.A. ambassador to the U.N. Nabil Ramlawi wrote a formal 
protest to the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the chairperson of the commission on April 12.  He criticized Halinen 
for stepping outside his mandate and said that P.A. cooperation would only continue if Halinen remained within his existing 
mandate. 
 



European Union 
The European Union (E.U.) continued to be the largest single donor to the P.A.  In 1999 it expanded its involvement in 

Israeli and Palestinian affairs, although its efforts remained focused on facilitating progress in advancing political 
negotiations between Israel and the PLO.  The rotating E.U. presidency made multiple visits to Israel and the P.A. 
territories, in an apparent attempt to gain a larger role for the E.U.  German  Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer visited 
Israel and the P.A. in February and July, and Finnish Foreign Minister Tarja Halonen visited in August.  The February visit 
came on the heels of a January 25 statement by the Council of Ministers that Adeplored the continued suspension by the 
Israeli government of the implementation@ of the Wye River Memorandum, which it said was Ain contravention of both the 
spirit and the letter of the memorandum.@   

On March 3 the European Community and Israel signed a cooperation agreement allowing Israel to participate in the 
Fifth Framework research and development program.  The decision reversed a December 1998 decision by the Council of 
Ministers to exclude Israel from a Euro 14.96 billion program because of its failure to implement the October Wye River 
Memorandum. 

In conjunction with the signing of the Sharm al-Sheikh Memorandum E.U. President Halonen provided President Arafat 
with a  letter of assurance that reaffirmed E.U. support for Palestinian self-determination and expressed the E.U.=s 
Aconviction@ that the memorandum would be implemented according to its time table, Aregardless of developments in 
negotiations related to permanent status issues.@  Halonen also said the E.U. believed that final status negotiations could 
be concluded within the one year target period, called on both parties to Arefrain from activities which prejudge the 
outcome of the final status negotiations and from any activity contrary to international law, including all settlement 
activity, and to fight incitement and violence,@ and promised the E.U.=s Afull political commitment to facilitate the 
implementation of Sharm e-Sheikh Memorandum along the lines expressed in this letter.@  The language echoed statements 
made at the April Euro-Mediterranean Conference of Foreign Ministers and the March European Council meeting in Berlin. 

As of October, France and Belgium had yet to ratify the Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement between the E.U. 
and Israel.  
 
United States 

United States aid to Israel and the P.A. fell slightly in 1998/99, but Israel remained the largest recipient of U.S. 
bilateral aid.  The U.S. held high level meetings with both Israeli and Palestinian officials throughout the year but was less 
directly involved in the Israel-PLO peace negotiations after Prime Minister Barak=s election.  While most meetings were 
concerned with furthering the negotiations and rarely addressed specific human rights violations, in February Robert 
Seiple, the U.S. special representative for international religious freedom, met with Israel=s deputy minister of religious 
affairs, and with the P.A. President Arafat to discuss concerns about religious freedom under both Israel and the P.A. 

Despite frequent expressions of concern over Israeli settlement expansion, U.S. officials strongly opposed efforts to 
convene the July 15 meeting of the Geneva Conventions High Contracting Parties.  Assistant Secretary of State C. David 
Welch testified before the House International Relations Committee on July 14 that President Clinton had personally conveyed 
U.S. objections to the presidents of Switzerland and France, and on May 23, Vice-President Gore told the annual meeting 
of the American-Israel Public Affairs Committee that Awe will work diligently to halt the meeting....America will boycott 
it, and we will urge others to do the same.@ Statements by Assistant Secretary of State Indyk made clear that the U.S. 
considered enforcement of the treaty as secondary to finalizing peace negotiations, saying A[t]his meeting will not 
contribute to the peace process,@ and comparing it to Aunilateral stepsCsuch as unilateral declaration of statehood or 
provocative settlement activityCthat could prejudge the outcome of permanent status negotiations,@ which the U.S. so 
often criticized. 

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright facilitated last minute negotiations between Israel and the PLO leading to the 
September 4 signing of the Sharm al-Sheikh Memorandum.   Albright also provided President Arafat with a letter of 
assurance similar to that provided by the E.U. 

On June 18 President Clinton invoked a waiver to postpone moving the U.S. embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.  The 
Jerusalem Embassy Act of 1995 had set a May 31 deadline for the move, but allowed a six months waiver to Aprotect the 
national security interests of the United States.@ 



 
 

    SAUDI ARABIASAUDI ARABIASAUDI ARABIASAUDI ARABIA    
 

Human Rights Developments 
The lack of basic freedoms of expression and association, institutionalized discrimination particularly against women 

and religious minorities, and the use of corporal and capital punishments to suppress and intimidate political opposition 
remained Saudi Arabia=s  most pressing human rights problems during 1999. An absolute monarchy, the state allowed no 
criticism of the ruling family, established religion, or the government and used the threat of arbitrary arrest, detention 
without trial, torture, and execution to silence criticism. 
  Crown Prince >Abdullah bin >Abd al->Aziz progressively took over the reins of power from his brother King Fahd, who 
had suffered a stroke in 1995, and was refreshingly outspoken about the country=s economic problems, the fight against 
corruption, and the need for women to play a greater role in society.  AWe will allow no one, whoever they are, to 
undermine her or marginalize her active role in serving her religion and country@ he stated in April, causing an 
unprecedented debate in Saudi society about the role of women. However, women continued to face institutionalized 
discrimination affecting their freedom of movement and association and their right to equality in employment and education. 
They were not allowed to drive, needed written permission from male relatives to travel, could not marry non-Muslims and 
their testimonies in court were equal to half those of a man. In response to the public debate, and perhaps as an 
indication of differences within the royal family, Minister of  Interior Prince Nayef declared Awe have no intention to 
allow women to drive.@  Women were compelled to cover themselves from head to toe in public, and those who did not 
risked beatings or detention by the Mutawwa=in, the religious police of the Committee for the Propagation of Virtue and the 
Prevention of Vice, which enforced Islamic norms by monitoring public behavior. 

Saudi labor laws prohibited the right to organize and bargain collectively and gave employers extensive control over 
foreign workers= freedom of movement. Many foreign workers continued to suffer under oppressive working conditions and 
were denied legitimate claims to wages, benefits, or compensation. Labor protections did not extend to domestic workers 
and labor courts rarely enforced the few protections provided by law when workers sought to have their terms of 
contracts honored or pursued other claims.  

While unemployment among the Saudi working-age population soared to around 27 percent, the campaign begun in 
October 1997 to limit the number of foreign workers continued.  In September, Al-Bilad newspaper, quoting General Hassan 
Rashwan, head of  Mecca=s passport department, reported the arrest in the city of more than 10,000 foreigners without 
valid residency permits.  Official figures released at the end of 1998 indicated that 1.5 million people, mostly from the 
Indian subcontinent, had been expelled while a further one million had regularized their residency.  

At this writing the number of executions carried out in Saudi Arabia had risen to eighty-four, more than doubling the 
total of twenty-nine in 1998. Death sentences were typically imposed for such crimes as murder, rape, drug trafficking, 
and armed robbery, with the executions, usually beheadings, carried out in public after Friday prayers. The majority of those 
publicly beheaded were foreigners, including two Nigerian women, Hawa Faruk and Aisha Saada Kassem. Until the mid-nineties 
women were usually executed by firing squad in prisons and not in public. Public floggings was another type of cruel, 
inhuman, and degrading punishment handed down in Saudi Arabia. Victims included  two Filipinos who were found guilty in 
August of performing illegal abortions and sentenced to two years and 700 hundred lashes each. Earlier, in April King 
Fahd had pardoned a Filipino nurse, Violeta Miranda, who was facing a seven-month jail term and 150 lashes for possession 
of five ounces of methamphetamine hydrochloride, as an act of goodwill ahead of a visit by a member of the ruling family to 
Manila.  Miranda had admitted carrying the package for a friend but did not know its contents.  

Concern about cruel punishments was further heightened by unfair legal procedures and by other factors which 
continued to undermine the independence of the judiciary, encouraged arbitrariness in sentencing, and allowed great scope 
for manipulation of the justice system by well-connected interested parties. These factors included the lack of a publicly 
disseminated penal code or code of criminal procedures; the broad powers enjoyed by the king in appointing and dismissing 



judges, and in creating special courts; and the wide discretion afforded judges in defining criminal offenses and setting 
punishments, including floggings, amputations, and beheading. 

Under the Principles of Arrest, Temporary Confinement, and Preventative Regulations issued by the minister of interior 
in 1983, detainees had no right to judicial review, could be held for fifty-one days before their detention was reviewed by 
the regional governor, and could be held indefinitely if neither the governor nor the minister ordered their release or 
trial. Detainees had no right to legal counsel, to examine witnesses, or to call witnesses in their own defense. Saudi laws 
also allowed convictions on the basis of uncorroborated confessions. The minister of interior had virtually unlimited 
authority over suspects in Acrimes involving national security,@ which were defined so broadly as to encompass nonviolent 
opposition to the government. 

On July 2, clerics Salman al-Awadh, Safar al-Hawali, and Nasir al-=Omar were released after spending almost five 
years in detention without trial for publicly criticizing the government. As of this writing Sa=id bin Zaghir, a fourth 
cleric detained at the same time, remained in detention. In December 1998 some 3,500 prisoners were reported released as 
part of the annual holy month of Ramadhan amnesty. 

Muslim religious practices deemed heterodox by government-appointed Islamic scholars, and all non-Muslim religious 
practices, were banned and subject to criminal prosecution. Both citizens and foreigners residing in Saudi Arabia were 
required to carry identity cards indicating the bearer=s nationality and religion. While private religious worship appeared 
to be tolerated, public non-Muslim religious activities were not permitted and worshipers attracting official attention 
risked arrest and deportation.  The U.S. State Department reported in its Annual Report on International Religious Freedom, 
published on September 9, that a Korean national was arrested in November 1998, accused of Christian proseletizing, and 
deported in January. 

Grand Mufti >Abd al-@Aziz AAbdullah bin Baz died on May 13. As Saudi Arabia=s highest ranking cleric and head of the 
Council of Senior Religious Scholars for three decades, bin Baz=s religious rulings had strongly impacted on Saudi life, 
including the ban on women=s driving. He was replaced by Sheikh >Abd al-=Aziz bin >Abdullah al-Sheikh. 

The government continued its long practice of discrimination against the Shi=a community, which  was often viewed 
with suspicion, particularly after the 1979 Iranian revolution. Shi=a faced unequal access to social services and government 
jobs and were rarely permitted to build  private Shi=a mosques or community centers. While previous restrictions on public 
Shi=a religious processions, such as on the holy day of >Ashura, no longer pertained so long as  marchers did not  display 
banners or symbols, according to the Report on International Religious Freedom,  in November 1998 several Mutawwa=in 
attacked and killed an elderly Shi=a leader in Hofuf for repeating the call to prayer twice - a traditional Shi=a practice. 

The government owned all domestic radio and television stations, and closely monitored the  domestic privately-owned 
but publicly subsidized print media, allowing no criticism of Islam, the ruling family, or the government. A 1982 media policy 
statement still in force instructed journalists to uphold Islam, oppose atheism, promote Arab interests, and preserve the 
cultural heritage of Saudi Arabia. The Ministry of Information appointed and could remove editors in chief and provided 
guidelines to newspapers on sensitive issues.  Foreign publications were often censored or banned, and several important 
foreign-based print and broadcasting media were owned by members of the ruling family or their associates, including 
United Press International, al-Hayat, a major regional daily newspaper, and MBC, a London-based satellite television 
network. 

Local access to the Internet was made available to the Saudi public in December 1998 once filtering technology was in 
place to screen out materials deemed by the authorities as dangerous for the nation=s security or public morals. The 
government had asked the King Abdul Aziz City for Science and Technology (KACST) to create a proxy server for all 
Internet Service Providers which would block restricted sites according to an updated list of those deemed undesirable, 
however, in practice it appears that the system could not prevent some users from accessing unsanctioned sites and chat 
programs.  In July, according to Dr Fahd Hoymany of KACST, the number of internet users had risen to 30,000. 
 
Defending Human Rights 

Human rights organizations could not operate under the strict controls on information and harsh suppression of 
freedom of conscience or expression. Government monitoring of telephone and mail communications created a climate of 
fear which prevented Saudis from commenting on human rights conditions there. Saudis living abroad often requested 



anonymity when providing human rights information, so as to avoid reprisals against  their families inside the country. Two 
groups in exile, the Committee for the Defence of Rights, headed by Muhammad al Mas=ari, and the Islamic Reform Movement, 
headed by Sa=ad al-Faqih, publicly criticized the Saudi government and the lack of freedoms and rights in the country. 
Amnesty International reported that on November 30, authorities arrested and briefly detained al-Mas=ari=s sister, Suha, upon 
her arrival from the United Kingdom. Although the reasons for her arrest where not known and she was released a week 
later without charge, her brother=s activities in exile may have been a strong factor.  No international organization has 
been granted permission to carry out research in Saudi Arabia in recent years. Foreign journalists needing visas to enter 
Saudi Arabia were often refused access. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 

Of an original 33,000 Iraqi civilians, refugees, and prisoners of war allowed refuge in Saudi Arabia in 1991, following 
the end of the Gulf war, the United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees reported that the agency continued to monitor 
the situation of a remaining 5,390 who remained held in Rafha refugee camp near the Saudi-Iraq border. While most of the 
refugees were resettled or voluntarily repatriated to Iraq, none were granted permanent asylum in Saudi Arabia. Saudi 
Arabia is not a party to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees or its 1967 Protocol, and there are no 
legislative procedures for granting asylum to refugees.   
 
United States  

The U.S. does not have a formal defense treaty with Saudi Arabia, but the informal and discreet security relationship 
between the two countries is nonetheless extensive. Saudi Arabia continued to be a major customer for U.S. manufactured 
weapons systems as well as training and maintenance contracts, and the U.S. had 4,873 military personnel in the country as 
of September 1998. Although since October 1997 Saudi Arabia has not allowed the U.S. to launch air attacks against Iraq 
from Saudi territory, the government did cooperate by supporting airborne refueling and command and control operations. 
According to the latest U.S. Congressional Research Service annual report on conventional weapons, U.S. arms deliveries 
to Saudi Arabia increased from $10.5 billion in 1991-94 to $16.4 billion in 1995-98. The State Department reported that in 
fiscal year 1998 it authorized commercial military exports to Saudi Arabia worth $528.8 million. As of this writing, the 
Defense Department had not declassified its report of direct government-to-government Foreign Military Sales (FMS) for 
this period. 

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright visited Saudi Arabia in late January to introduce Frank Ricciardone, the newly-
appointed Aspecial representative for the transition of Iraq,@ to high Saudi officials. Secretary of Energy Bill Richardson 
visited in February to discuss investments by U.S. firms in Saudi oil and natural gas industries. When Secretary of Defense 
William Cohen met with Saudi leaders in Riyadh in March he announced the sale of advanced air-to-air missiles and an 
increase in joint ground forces training activities. Robert Seiple, who was sworn in as the first ambassador at large for 
international religious freedom in May, visited Saudi Arabia and Saudi Arabia figured prominently in the State Department=s 
 first annual report on international religious freedom. The Saudi chapter stated that Afreedom of religion does not exist@ 
in the country and that AIslamic practice is limited to that of the Wahabi order.@ The report claimed that U.S. officials, 
including the ambassador, raised the issue of religious freedom on Anumerous occasions,@ but the only specific references 
were to meetings around issues of mistreatment of Christians residing in the country and accused of proseletizing. 

Other than the chapter on Saudi Arabia in the State Department=s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1998, 
U.S. officials made no public comments on Saudi Arabia=s human rights record, although the U.S. statement on women=s 
rights at the 55th session of the Commission on Human Rights observed that A[w]omen in Saudi Arabia continue to face 
institutionalized discrimination affecting their right to equality in employment and education.@ Saudi Arabia, however, was 
not mentioned in the State Department=s budget presentation to Congress in connection with programs to promote 
democratic values, civil society, and human rights. 
   



    SYRIA SYRIA SYRIA SYRIA     
 
Human Rights Developments 

Political life in Syria remained one-dimensional, dominated by the ruling Ba=th Party apparatus and a handful of  
smaller, pro-government political parties that comprised the National Progressive Front (NPF). Syria=s quadrennial 
parliamentary elections took place on November 30, 1998, with 7,364 candidates competing for 250 seats.  Interior minister 
Muhamed Harba announced on December 3 that 167 candidates affiliated with NPF parties won seats and the remaining eighty-
three went to independents. On January 14, 1999, the new parliament approved unanimously the nomination for another 
seven-year term in office of President Hafez al-Asad, who has ruled the country since 1970.  A national referendum 
followed on February 10 to endorse his presidency. According to the interior ministry, the overwhelming majority approved 
of another term, with only 219 of some 8.9 million voters casting ballots of  Adisapprove.@  

Peaceful opposition politics or human rights monitoring was not tolerated inside Syria, and punishment for either 
activity was severe. The country continued to lack a law under which any political party could apply for legal status, and 
membership in the Muslim Brotherhood was punishable by the death penalty, pursuant to Law No. 49 of 1980. Infrequent calls 
for meaningful reform came only from organized Syrian political exiles. For example, after a secret meeting of its ruling 
council, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood issued a statement in July urging the release of all political prisoners and Alifting 
the state of emergency, revoking martial law and the adoption of political pluralism.@ The statement also criticized 
Aeconomic and social corruption,@ which it said Aenlarged the circle of poverty and widened the gap [between various 
classes of] society.@     

Authorities still viewed human rights activists as criminals and subjected them to harsh punishment. Five associates of 
the Committees for the Defense of Democratic Freedoms and Human Rights in Syria (known by the acronym CDF) were serving 
eight to ten year prison terms imposed by  the Supreme State Security Court in an unfair trial in 1992.  They were the only 
human rights advocates in the Arab world serving such lengthy sentences for the peaceful exercise of the  right to 
freedom of expression and association. 

Authorities were unresponsive to requests for information about Adisappearances@ of Syrians,  Lebanese and other 
foreign nationals, and stateless Palestinians believed detained in Syria. Families continued to contact international human 
rights organizations about Adisappeared@ relatives, some of them last seen ten years ago or longer.  Lebanese activists 
abroad again pressed for the release of several hundred Adisappeared@ Lebanese who were abducted on Lebanese soil and 
were believed transferred to Syria.  Exasperation with the Syrian government=s silence about the Adisappeared@ was 
apparent in the comments of one Jordanian official. In an interview published in the daily al-Dustour (Amman) on November 
7, 1998, then-information minister Nasir Judah criticized the lack of information about  Jordanians imprisoned in Syria. AThe 
number of Jordanian detainees in Syria is increasing and we expect some Syrian clarification.  Where are they? What are 
the charges brought against them?  Can their relatives visit them?  How and where were they tried, and in which prisons 
are they now? And what are their prison terms?@ He added: AIf a Jordanian enters Syria and commits an offense, there are 
norms and diplomatic channels through which the offense can be communicated to us.@ 

On July 12, President Asad issued Legislative Decree No. 3 of 1999, which granted a general amnesty for persons 
charged or convicted of a wide variety of offenses, ranging from misdemeanors to military desertion, foreign currency 
violations, hoarding or speculating in subsidized food, and other economic offenses.  The state-owned daily Tishrin initially 
reported on July 13 that the amnesty would apply to tens of thousands of citizens.  On July 14,  the pan-Arab daily al-
Hayat said  it covered some 2,200 people imprisoned for Aeconomic crimes@ and that another 150,000 cases before the 
courts for Ahoarding-related offenses@ would be dropped.  Syrian justice minister Hussein Hassoun told the press on July 
19 that certain so-called economic offenses were anacronistic: AWe think that the sentences imposed by these laws [on 
economic crimes] are severe and that the amnesty complements the economic opening under way.@ Syrian officials told 
Agence France-Presse on July 19 that Amore than 200,000 cases@ were included in the amnesty, and officials who 
requested anonymity added  that about 250 political prisoners would be released. The decree reportedly also applied to 
cases that had been tried in absentia, and media reports noted that a committee had been organized to prepare lists of the 
amnesty=s beneficiaries. In September, a report from the Gulf Center for Strategic Studies, published in Bahrain=s daily 



Akhbar al-Khaleej, said that 300 political prisoners were released in the amnesty, most of them members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood.     As of this writing, only a few unconfirmed names of released political prisoners were circulating. 
  As in past years, some political prisoners were not released after the completion of their lengthy prison sentences. 
Amnesty International publicized the case of Doha >Ashur al-Askari, who continued to be held in Adra prison after the 
expiration of her six-year term in February.  >Ashur, who was prosecuted and sentenced in the Supreme State Security 
Court for alleged membership in an unauthorized political party, went on hunger strike in June and was released in July. 

An undetermined number of Syrians who fled the country during the harsh repression of the 1980s continued to live 
abroad as political exiles under difficult circumstances.  These men and women no longer had valid Syrian passports, 
placing them at risk of arrest or deportation. Exiles, and their wives and children, could not obtain passports at Syrian 
embassies if their names were recorded on black lists in Damascus. Entire families thus were left without documentation of 
Syrian nationality when their passports expired.  Exiles also reported to Human Rights Watch that the names of children 
born to Syrian political exiles abroad could not be entered in Syria=s civil status register, making it impossible for them 
to obtain passports and in effect depriving them of legal  recognition of their Syrian nationality.  The daughter of one 
exile, who left Syria with her mother and siblings when she was ten years old,  said that her applications for a passport 
were repeatedly denied. Without a passport, she was unable to return to Syria to pursue advanced university studies and 
marry her Syrian fiancé.  In another case, an exile reported that his son, who earned a medical degree in Jordan but lacked 
a passport, could not travel outside of Jordan for specialized medical studies. At a meeting in 1999 with nine Syrian women 
who were the wives or widows of political exiles, Human Rights Watch counted among them seventy-seven children without 
Syrian passports who were effectively stateless. The twenty-six-year-old daughter of one of the women said: AMy father is 
dead.  What is my crime? I have a right to my Syrian nationality and I want to go back to my country.@    

Inside Syria, the relatives of political exiles also faced restrictions on freedom of movement and in some cases were 
not permitted to leave the country. Syrians required an exit visa to travel abroad, and there were reports that those on 
black lists had their passports seized at the time they applied for these visas in Syria. Some exiles who approached Syrian 
embassies abroad were reportedly given permission to return but then were either arrested on entering the country or 
were not allowed to leave again.  For example, Medhat Tayfour, who was born in Hama in 1954, left Syria in 1983, living first 
in Saudi Arabia  and then Jordan, where he worked as a construction foreman for five years. His brother was a member of 
the Muslim Brotherhood living in exile. The Syrian embassy in Jordan reportedly gave Tayfour a laissez-passer travel 
document to enter Syria, in lieu of his passport, but when he left for Syria on May 22, 1998, he was arrested at the border. 
As of this writing, his whereabouts were unknown. His wife and five children, aged three to fifteen years old, remained in 
Jordan. 

The state owned and strictly controlled newspapers and the audio-visual  media, although there was movement to 
provide limited Internet access to some segments of Syrian society and to introduce cellular telephones. In June, the 
information ministry banned the pan-Arab daily al-Quds al-Arabi (London) from distribution in Syria. According to the 
London-based Center for Media Freedom, the ban was in reaction to articles in the newspaper that discussed bilateral 
contact between Syria and Israel to revive negotiations concerning a peace treaty that had been suspended in 1996. 
   On April 25, some thirty-five state institutions, including universities as well as ministries, were reportedly 
connected to the Internet. On July 15, the government daily al-Thawrah (Damascus) reported that the Syrian 
Telecommunications Establishment (STE) Awill start providing Internet services to private and public sector companies, as 
well as email, to individuals with legal status.@ The paper said that email service required Athe subscriber to have 
professional status, like doctors, journalists, and lawyers.@  The article also suggested that the STE would closely monitor 
users: ASTE will be the only service provider and will suspend any subscriber who encodes files sent outside the Syrian 
net.@  STE chairman Makram Obeid announced on February 11 that he was optimistic that mobile phones would be available to 
the public before the end of 1999.  

Bilateral ties between Syria and neighboring Lebanon continued to be extremely close. Critics of the dominant Syrian 
role in Lebanese affairs, and the presence of Syrian intelligence operatives and tens of thousands of troops there, 
maintained that Lebanon was Aoccupied.@ Syrian vice president Abdel Halim Khaddam reportedly had been relieved of  his 
responsibility for Lebanon and the Afile@ transferred  to Col. Bashar Asad, the president=s son and apparent successor.  In 
an interview published in al-Kifah al-Arabi (Beirut) on February 4, Colonel Asad warned Lebanese against reactivating 



Aconfessional and sectarian tendencies,@ and said that Syria would not Aendorse such a dangerous game.@ He also said that 
the Arelationship between Lebanon and Syria is that of one people in two countries who are bound by historical and 
geographical links as well as a joint struggle.  As such, we cannot reduce the relationship to a mere file.@ 

To the consternation of many Lebanese, Syria set up some thirty-six voting booths throughout Lebanon so that Syrian 
residents of the country, and troops, could easily cast ballots in the February Syrian presidential referendum.  The Daily 
Star (Beirut) noted that in many voting stations Aguest books were distributed to Lebanese citizens to record statements 
supporting Hafez al-Asad.@ In advance of the vote, Lebanon=s influential Maronite patriarch, Cardinal Nasrallah Boutros 
Sfeir, said that the polling stations insulted Lebanon=s sovereignty. AIn other countries, foreigners vote at their embassies 
because they are considered to be the country=s territory.  We do insist on the importance of maintaining close relations 
with Syria, but we also require our country=s sovereignty,@ the February 7 Daily Star quoted him as saying. According to 
press reports, the voting booths were guarded by personnel from Lebanon=s Internal Security Forces  and supervised by 
Syrian intelligence operatives in plainclothes. A February 10 dispatch from Reuters in Beirut described how A[a]t polling 
stations near the border, Syrian soldiers with machineguns forced voters into queues and then prompted them to dance and 
repeat pro-Asad slogans.@  
 

Defending Human Rights  
The harsh repression in 1991-92 of a fledgling network of human rights activists  inside the country continued to have 

a pernicious effect. There were no locally based organizations that openly monitored and reported on human rights 
conditions, and information about developments remained a scarce commodity.  Syrian rights activists abroad continued to 
stress that Syrian authorities must recognize the right of citizens to form independent nongovernmental organizations and 
release those imprisoned for exercising peaceful freedom of association and expression.     

Of the original group of  ten CDF members who were sentenced to prison terms of five to ten years in 1992, five were 
still behind bars: Nizar Nayouf, Muhamed Ali Habib, Afif Muzhir, Bassam al-Shaykh, and Thabet Murad. Conditions were 
particularly harsh for Nayouf, who had been held in solitary confinement in Tadmor and Mezze military prisons since 1993. As 
reports circulated of his deteriorating physical and psychological health, including information that he had been diagnosed 
with Hodgkin=s disease but refused medical treatment unless he  renounced his political beliefs and acknowledged that he 
made Afalse declarations concerning the situation of human rights in Syria,@ international and regional human rights 
organizations campaigned for his release on humanitarian grounds.           

In a letter to Human Rights Watch on December 10, 1998, Walid al-Moualem, Syria=s ambassador to the U.S., denied that 
Nayouf had Hodgkin=s disease.  ARather, he is suffering [from] hernia of nucleus pulposus [slipped disc].  The doctors 
treating him have concluded that he did not require surgery, treatment with medicines should be sufficient.  His health 
condition has since improved,@ the ambassador wrote.  He added that Nayouf and the other CDF activists convicted with him in 
1992, had Adeliberately fabricated lies against Syria and caused her harm, under the pretext of defending human rights.@   
Subsequently, Human Rights Watch received credible information that authorities reportedly provided Nayouf with treatment 
for Hodgkin=s disease in early 1999, following the international campaigning on his behalf,  and that his condition improved. 
As of this writing, the most recent reliable report indicated that Nayouf=s disease had again returned in its life-
threatening form, based on test results in August, and that chemotherapy was necessary to ensure his short-term survival. 
   

Aktham Nuaissa, a lawyer and one of the CDF members sentenced to nine years in prison in 1992, was released in 1998 
because of poor health.  But he has been unable to obtain a passport and was informed that he was not authorized to leave 
the country, making it impossible for him to travel abroad for medical care or to  participate in regional and 
international human rights events. Syrian authorities have typically imposed such restrictions on the freedom of movement 
of former political prisoners.      

 

The Role of the International Community 
 
United Nations 



The U.N. Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination considered at its fifty-fourth session, March 10-11, four 
periodic reports submitted by Syria as a state party to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination. The committee singled out as a principal subject of concern Syria=s discriminatory treatment of the 
Kurdish minority, particularly Syrian-born Kurds who were stateless. The committee noted that the stateless Kurds were 
Aconsidered either as foreigners or as maktoumeen (unregistered) by the Syrian authorities@ and Aface administrative and 
practical difficulties in acquiring Syrian nationality, although they have no other nationality by birth.@ It recommended that 
authorities take further action to Aprotect the rights of all persons belonging to ethnic and national groups...notably the 
right to nationality and cultural self-expression.@ It called on Syria to Areview its legislation on nationality in order to 
find an expeditious solution to the situation of Syrian-born Kurds and refugee children born in the Syrian Arab Republic.@ 
 
United States 

Syria remained one of the seven countries that the U.S. designated as Astate sponsors of international terrorism,@ 
along with Cuba, Iran, Iraq, Libya, North Korea, and Sudan. The State Department=s APatterns of Global Terrorism,@ released 
on April 30, found Ano evidence that Syrian officials have engaged directly in planning or executing international 
terrorist attacks since 1986.@ But it cited continuing U.S. concerns, including Syria=s provision of  Asafe haven and 
support to several terrorist groups,@ and its failure  Ato stop anti-Israeli attacks by Hizballah and Palestinian 
rejectionist groups in southern Lebanon.@  The report noted that ASyria allowedCbut did not participate inCa meeting of 
Palestinian rejectionist groups in Damascus in December [1998] to reaffirm their public opposition to the peace process.@  
The State Department also acknowledged  in ABackground Notes: Syria,@ published in April, that ASyria and the U.S. have 
worked together in areas of mutual interest,@ citing  the Middle East peace conference in Madrid (1991) and Operation 
Desert Storm against Iraq (1990-91).   

Syria received no U.S. aid. Pursuant to U.S. trade sanctions first imposed in 1979 and broadened in 1986C both on the 
grounds of Syrian involvement in terrorismCSyria was denied funding from the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(AID), the Commodity Credit Corporation Program for Agricultural Products, and the Export Enhancement Program.  U.S. 
exporters to Syria also were not permitted to benefit from EXIM Bank and OPIC.  Export licenses were also required for 
dual-use items such as Aaircraft, aircraft parts, and computers of U.S.-origin (or containing 25 percent U.S.-origin 
components and technology,@ the State Department reported in 1999. Bilateral trade in 1998 totalled $161 million in 
U.S.exports to Syria, and about $45 million in Syrian exports to the U.S., according to U.S. Census Bureau data. In November 
1998, the U.S.-based energy company Conoco and the French Elf-Aquitaine announced a joint $430 million natural gas 
development and infrastructure construction contract with the state-owned Syrian Petroleum Company.    

Clinton administration officials only commented publicly about discussions with Syrian counterparts concerning the 
ongoing military conflict on the south Lebanon-Israeli border and resumption of peace negotiations  with Israel. For 
example, on March 14, Assistant Secretary of State Martin Indyk met President Asad in Damascus and reported that they 
discussed Ahow to prepare the ground for an effort to resume negotiations on the Syrian and Lebanese tracks@ after the 
Israeli prime ministerial elections. At a press conference in Washington with Israeli prime minister-elect Ehud Barak on 
July 19, President Clinton said that President Asad had Aa golden opportunity@ to resume talks with Israel. He also stated 
that the U.S. sought Amore normal relations@ with Syria and that Aanything that Syria does to disassociate itself from 
terrorists is a positive step in the right direction.@ On a visit to Damascus on September 4 to meet Mr. Asad and other 
officials, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright delivered a similar message. She said that her task was to Aexplore the 
prospects@ for the resumption of peace talks between Israel, Syria, and Lebanon, and discuss Athe importance of restoring 
and maintaining calm in Southern Lebanon@ because it was Aan area where incidents of violence tend to feed each other.@ 

Bilateral tension erupted on December 19, 1998, when  Syrian demonstrators stormed and damaged the U.S. and British 
embassies and the U.S. ambassador=s residence in Damascus during Operation Desert Fox, the codename for the U.S. and 
British bombing campaign against Iraq that commenced on December 17.  In February 1999, the government-owned daily  
Tishrin quoted Syrian defense minister Mustafa Tlass saying that the demonstrators were Abrave youth whose actions dealt a 
slap to the United States.@  Following an official U.S. protest, Tlass said that he had been misquoted. 
 
European Union 



In a January 7 report in al-Ba=th daily  (Damascus), the government reported that Syria=s trade with E.U. countries was 
slowly growing. It named Germany, Italy, and France as the leaders in exports to Syria in 1997, and said that the largest 
market for Syrian exports was Italy, followed by France, Spain, and Germany.  There was no indication that any of these 
major European trading partners publicly raised human rights concerns. 
 
 

    TUNISIATUNISIATUNISIATUNISIA    
 

Human Rights Developments 
A growing number of students, lawyers, union activists, and human rights defenders defied the government=s 

intolerance of political dissent and criticism. Many were sanctioned with incessant surveillance, harassment, reprisals 
against family members, or imprisonment. 

Suspected Islamist sympathizers continued to receive the harshest treatment. Actual or suspected members of the 
outlawed an-Nahdha movement remained in prison, in exile, or at liberty but subject to harsh restrictions and the whims of 
the local police.  They continued to comprise the majority of Tunisia=s political prisoners, estimated at between 1,000 and 
2,000. Most were convicted of nonviolent offenses such as membership in or attending meetings of an Aunrecognized@ 
organization. Women were barred from wearing religious head scarves in schools, government offices, and in public and 
were forced to remove them when visiting prisoners.  

Tunisia has been almost entirely free of political violence for several years. The exiled leadership of an-Nahdha cited 
this as evidence of the movement=s nonviolence. The authorities credit instead their own vigilance and insist that an-Nahdha 
is extremist and terrorist, citing an Islamist role in sporadic disturbances and an alleged coup plot that preceded a 
massive crackdown in 1991B1992. 

Torture and illegal detentions remained commonplace even as legal reforms were adopted at the initiative of President 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali that broadened the definition of torture under domestic law and reduced the permissible length of 
incommunicado detention from ten days to three days renewable but once.    But the problem with torture in Tunisia was less 
one of definition than a climate of impunity. That climate was fostered by a judiciary that ignored evidence of torture and 
routinely convicted defendants on the basis of coerced confessions.  

Similarly, the problem with incommunicado detention was less the legal time limit than the police practice of 
exceeding the limit and then covering it up. Judges colluded by blocking defense efforts to demonstrate that police had 
falsified the real date of arrest.  

The U.N. Committee against Torture in November 1998 declared itself Adisturbed by the reported widespread practice of 
torture@ in Tunisia and Aconcerned over the pressure and intimidation used by officials to prevent the victims from lodging 
complaints.@ The committee charged that by denying these allegations, Athe authorities are in fact granting those 
responsible for torture immunity from punishment, thus encouraging the continuation of these abhorrent practices.@ 

The lack of judicial independence was manifest in political trials throughout the year, including several attended by 
international observers. The most visible case involved twenty-one defendants, thirteen of them students, tried in a single 
twenty-hour session before the Tunis Court of First Instance on July 10. Sixteen of the accused had been in detention since 
their arrest in early 1998, following demonstrations that broke out on campuses over the conditions of study. They were 
initially charged with belonging to a criminal and terrorist gang, holding unauthorized meetings, defamation of the 
judiciary, and other charges. One of their lawyers, Radhia Nasraoui, and five others were later indicted as codefendants, 
including Nasraoui=s husband, leftist activist Hamma Hammami. He and two others were tried in absentia and remained in hiding 
as this report went to press. Charges against one were dropped.  

The sixteen defendants who had been in pretrial detention all disavowed their Aconfessions@ and said, almost without 
exception, that they had been tortured into signing. They described to the court methods of torture including beatings on 
sensitive parts of the body, tying their hands behind the back and hanging them from the ceiling by the wrists; and the 
Arotisserie@ (poulet roti) method of tying their wrists together under the knees and passing a pole horizontally between 
arms and thighs. 



The defendants were systematically refused medical examinations despite having exercised their right under article 13bis 
of the code of criminal procedure to request them. This provision Arequires@ a medical exam when requested by detainees or 
their relatives, according to the government=s 1997 report to the U.N. Committee against Torture. The defendants were also 
prevented from calling witnesses whom they said would refute the date of arrest as recorded by the police. Thus, the judge 
prevented the defendants from challenging the Aconfessions@ and instead used them as the main evidence to convict them 
all.  

Despite the purely political and nonviolent nature of the offenses being prosecuted, twenty of the 
defendantsCincluding the three in hidingCreceived prison sentences ranging from fifteen months to nine years. (Only one 
defendant, lawyer Nasraoui, escaped actual prison time and received a suspended six-month sentence instead.) In one sign of 
a bolder civil society, more than one hundred Tunisian lawyers appeared in court in solidarity with their colleague Nasraoui, 
many of them testifying in her defense.  

There was also more assertiveness during the year among union dissidents seeking greater autonomy from government 
control of the General Union of Tunisian Workers. However, ten of them were detained briefly in May, apparently for their 
peaceful challenges to the union leadership. 

Tunisian authorities continued to punish, in many cases administratively, former political prisoners ranging from 
opposition party head Mohamed Mouada in Tunis to obscure suspected Nahdha sympathizers living in rural villages. Authorities 
usually deprived them of passports, required them to sign in on a daily or other frequent basis with the police, and 
subjected their homes to searches without warrants. Public-sector jobs were off-limits and in many cases private-sector 
employers were pressured not to employ them.  

Family members of political prisoners, ex-prisoners, political refugees abroad, and human rights activists were 
questioned, followed, subjected to home searches, denied passports, and sometimes imprisoned themselves on trumped-up 
charges. 

1998 law enhancing judicial oversight of the issuance of passports provided no noticeable restraint on the practice of 
arbitrarily violating the right of critics and their relatives to travel abroad. For example, mathematician Moncef Ben 
Salem=s son Oussama was refused a passport to study abroad for no apparent reason other than that his father had been 
imprisoned in the early 1990s for criticizing President Ben Ali and continued to speak out against the virtual house arrest 
imposed on him and his family. 

In June, authorities conditionally released prisoners Rachida Ben Salem and Radhia Aouididi, respectively the wife and 
fianc e of political refugees in Europe. The women had been convicted for trying to leave the country illegally after their 
applications for passports had been refused. Following their release the two were required to sign in regularly with the 
police and as of this writing had not been permitted to travel abroad to join their fianc  and husband. A brother of 
Aouididi and a brother of her fianc  spent five months in prison in 1998-1999 on dubious charges that were eventually 
dropped. The charges were reinstated on appeal by the prosecutor and scheduled for a court hearing as this report went to 
press. 

Prison conditions in Tunisia were severe by design rather than due to ecomonic constraints; the country=s per capita 
income is one of the continent=s highest. Overcrowding was severe and disciplinary measures cruel and degrading. Political 
prisoners were shuttled incessantly among institutions, forcing families to travel great distances for visits. Several 
leaders of the Nahdha movement, sentenced to long prison terms during unfair trials before military courts in 1992, were 
held in isolation cells and allegedly denied adequate medical treatment. For several years, leader Ali Laaridh has been held 
in round-the-clock isolation except when he received family visits, and was prevented from receiving reading and writing 
materials, his family reported. 

Tunisia=s television, radio, and daily press exhibited no independence when it came to examining government policies. 
However, smaller periodicals such as al-Mawqif monthly published some critical articles. Foreign newspapers were 
restricted from entering the country if they mentioned Tunisia in an unfavorable way.  Fourteen issues of the Paris daily Le 
Monde and seven of Lib ration were banned during the first half of 1999, according to the French organization Reporters 
sans Fronti res. 

Tunisians could access the Internet more easily than in previous years as prices dropped, applications were processed 
more quickly, and public pay-per-use access points opened for the first time. However, Tunisia=s Internet legislation 



violated the privacy rights of users, the government continued to block the website of Amnesty International, and Tunisians 
voiced wariness that their online communications, like phone and fax lines, were subject to surveillance. 

On October 24, President Ben Ali was reelected with an official tally of 99.42 percent of the votes cast. His 
Democratic Constitutional Rally party captured 92 percent of the votes for parliamentary seats; however, a new electoral 
law reserved at least twenty percent of the seats to other parties. 

With respect to landmines, Tunisia could take pride in becoming in November 1998 the first North African country to 
ratify the treaty banning anti-personnel landmines. It has since begun to destroy stockpiles, as required by the treaty. 
 

Defending Human Rights 

Tunisians who discussed abuses publicly ran risks that included loss of work or passport, arrest, 

vandalism of property, harassment of relatives, and physical and phone surveillance. Despite these risks, the 

human rights community exhibited new vitality in 1999. The National Council on Liberties in Tunisia 

(NCLT), a monitoring organization formed by veteran activists in December 1998, issued critical bulletins 

throughout the year even though the minister of interior in March rejected legal status for the council, saying 

its application did not conform to provisions of the Associations Law. The council continued to speak out 

even after three of its founding members were arrested in separate incidents. Omar Mestiri was picked up on 

May 12 and held overnight. Moncef Marzouki was then arrested on June 5 by plainclothesmen who refused 

to identify themselves or show a warrant, and then released on June 7. Both were questioned by an 

investigating judge on various charges including maintaining an Aillegal@ organization, defaming Athe public 

order@ and Aspreading false information intended to disturb the public order.@ Neither had been formally 

indicted as of this writing but they remained barred from foreign travel. In reprisal for his activism, 

Marzouki=s work as a professor of medicine in a public university and hospital was sharply circumscribed 

and his home telephone service cut.  

A third NCLT cofounder, Taoufik Ben Brik, endured even more severe harassment, no doubt because his accounts of 
repression in Tunisia published in European media made him stand out among a generally compliant Tunisian press corps. His 
phone and fax service were frequently interrupted throughout the year. His wife=s car was vandalized. On April 28 he was 
prevented from traveling to Switzerland. On May 20, he was assaulted on the street with sticks and bicycle chains by 
three men that Ben Brik identified as among the more than twenty who kept his house under regular surveillance. Four days 
later, his house was extensively searched and he was detained for three hours. The government press office ridiculed Ben 
Brik=s claims of being harassed, describing him as someone who Apasses himself off as a martyr@ in order Ato escape from 
anonymity.@ The police opened an investigation into the assault but no suspects were identified. 

At least twenty-five lawyers were refused passports at some point during the year. As of this writing, most had 
received them but rights lawyers Jamaleddine Bida of Tunis, Anouar Kousri of Bizerte, and Nejib Hosni of Le Kef continued to 
be barred from travel. Attorneys who were also office-holders within the Tunisian Human Rights League (Ligue Tunisienne 
des droits de l=Homme, LTDH) reported losing clients in their private practices due to pressure from authorities. Nejib Hosni, 
an outspoken human rights lawyer who had been released from prison in 1996 after serving two and-a-half years on 
spurious charges, remained barred from practicing his profession. Najet Yacoubi, one of the lawyers most active in the 
independent Tunisian Association of Democratic Women, remained under close surveillance for much of the year. 

The lawyer most in the line of fire was Radhia Nasraoui. She was convicted as a Acoconspirator@ for organizing an 
Aillegal@ meeting in her office (see above). For over a year preceding the trial she had been placed under a judicial order 
preventing her from leaving greater Tunis, thus impeding her defense of political detainees elsewhere. In February she was 
given a two-week suspended sentence for leaving the capital to attend her mother-in-law=s funeral after her application 
to do so was ignored. Nasraoui spent much of the year under intense police surveillance that extended to her eleven- and 
seventeen-year-old daughters and that was conducted in a manner calculated to unnerve and terrorize. The ransacking of 
her office in February 1998, in which case files were stolen, remained an unsolved crime as this report went to press. 
Nasraoui had publicly accused the police of being behind the break-in, which was not the first such suspicious assault on 
her property. 



On September 22, Khema s Ksila, a vice-president of the Tunisian League for Human Rights, was conditionally released 
from prison, just before completing the second year of a three-year prison sentence imposed for a statement he had issued 
in his own name denouncing President Ben Ali=s repressive policies.  The day after his release, police briefly detained and 
pressed Ksila to sign an engagement not to discuss his situation; he refused. In March, while Ksila was still in prison, his 
son was prevented from traveling in March to Cairo to accept an award on his behalf. In a June 15 response to an inquiry 
about Ksila from the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, the government noted that the prisoner had yet to petition for 
clemency. This argument seemed to reinforce the determination made in May by the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention 
that Ksila=s imprisonment was Aarbitrary.@ Its May 20 finding stated that, Acontrary to the information provided by the 
government,@ Ksila=s offending communiqu  was Ano call to violence but rather...a vigorous political criticism and a call to 
protest by peaceful means.@The Working Group urged Tunisia to modify Aits legislation to adapt it to pertinent international 
law.@ 

The brothers of two leading two human rights campaigners were imprisoned on dubious charges indicating they had been 
targeted for reasons of kinship. Moncef Marzouki=s brother Mohamed Ali Bedoui served a six-month sentence in 1999 for 
refusing to comply with an administrative order that he sign in daily with the police.  He spent half of 1998 in prison on 
similar charges. 

On July 30, Abderraouf Chammari was given a twelve-month sentence on charges of defaming public authorities and 
spreading false information in a remark uttered in a private conversation about high-level corruption. Chammari, a senior 
government bureaucrat with no previous reputation for political activity, denied making the comment. He is the brother of 
Khemais Chammari, an activist and member of a legal opposition party who has continued to defend human rights in his native 
land while living in France since 1997. On August 31 he was freed Aon humanitarian grounds@ after spending almost two 
months behind bars. 

Tunisian rights groups remained hampered in their efforts to attract wider audiences. First, they were subjected to a 
blackout by the main Tunisian media except when their declarations could be presented as favorable to the government. 
Second, their offices and gatherings were subjected to conspicuous police surveillance that scared off all but the most 
committed members and determined victims. Third, attempts to hold gatherings of any size were blocked. For example, on 
December 12, 1998, participants in a fiftieth anniversary commemoration of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights had to 
crowd into the modest office of the Tunisian Human Rights League after authorities blocked their use of the larger venue 
they had reserved. 

 

          The Role of the International Community 
 
European Union  

The Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement with TunisiaCthe first and so far the only one in forceCcompleted its 
first year without clear indications whether, and how, the European side intended to implement the human rights provisions 
in a concrete fashion. (Article 2 defines respect for human rights and democratic principles as an essential element of 
the accord.) The European Council gave no public indication through mid-October that the lack of improvement in Tunisia=s 
human rights record might adversely affect relations.  However, in a declaration made at the closed-door meeting of the 
bilateral Association Committee in Tunis on June 25, the E.U. insisted, over Tunisian objections, on the right to raise human 
rights concerns at these periodic Atechnical@ meetings. 

A March 1999 report prepared for the European Commission evaluated its AMEDA Democracy Program,@ a program of 
grants aimed at promoting democracy and human rights in the context of the Euro-Mediterranean partnership. The report 
focused on six countries receiving grants from the 22.85 million ecus disbursed between 1995 and 1999. It explained that 
Syria and Tunisia received the smallest grants due to Athe severe political obstacles to directly assist[ing] NGOs in these 
countries without agreement by the governments and the totalitarian nature of the political systems.@ The European 
Commission had approved a grant to the LTDH to conduct training on electoral systems, but canceled it in response to 
objections raised by the Tunisian government. Meanwhile, the Commission provided a grant to the pro-government Higher 
Committee for Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. 

 



United States  
The U.S. continued to signal muted disappointment in the Tunisian government=s human rights practices while praising 

its stability, liberal economic and pro-Western foreign policies, and its support for the Arab-Israeli peace process. The 
U.S. engaged in joint military exercises with Tunisia and made available to it equipment under its Excess Defense Articles 
program, but provided no direct economic or military aid. Through the U.S.-North African Economic Partnership launched in 
1998, the U.S. promoted investment in Tunisia and its neighbors. A summit between presidents Clinton and Ben Ali planned 
for March was cancelled by the Tunisians, reportedly out of dissatisfaction with the level of protocol offered by 
Washington. 

The only direct public criticism of Tunisia=s record, at least through mid-October,  came in the thorough survey of 
abuses provided by the State Department=s annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1998. Privately, Washington 
discussed human rights with Tunisia Aregularly and at senior levels, @ according to the U.S. Embassy in Tunis. U.S. Ambassador 
Robin Raphel and visiting officials met on several occasions with Tunisian rights activists, and embassy staff attended at 
least four trials with human rights dimensions.  

The two most senior officials to visit Tunisia during the yearCSecretary of Defense William Cohen in February and 
Assistant Secretary of State Martin S. Indyk in SeptemberCmet with the president and publicly hailed the state of 
bilateral relations while avoiding any public hint of dismay over human rights.  At best, they refrained from bestowing 
unwarranted praise publicly on their ally=s record on human rights and democratization. The same cannot be said for the 
State Department=s budget presentation to Congress for fiscal year 2000, which hailed Tunisia as a Astable, democratic 
country@ and overlooked its rights abuses and intolerance of political pluralism. 

Unwarranted praise was conferred by First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton during her goodwill visit to the region. In a 
March 26 speech in Tunis she hailed Tunisia as a Amodel for the entire world@ with respect to the progress made Aon behalf 
of women and women=s rights.@ But women, like men, were thwarted or punished whenever they exercised their rights to 
speak, associate, and assemble in a manner that displeased the authorities. Clinton, moreover, accorded almost no time to 
the independent rights community during her visit. But she did meet on March 27 with President Ben Ali and, according to 
U.S. officials quoted in the media, discussed human rights with him. 
 
 

 YEMEN 
 

Human Rights Developments  
On September 25 President Ali Abdallah Saleh won the first Yemeni direct presidential election, gaining an officially 

claimed 96.3 percent of the total vote, and entering his fifth term in office.  The president pledged to fight corruption 
and build a modern state based on law and order. In his first act as he entered his new term he resigned his position as 
head of the Supreme Judicial Council, a measure that could contribute to judicial independence.  

In 1999 human rights problems in Yemen received greater international attention largely because of the high-profile 
trial of eight British  and two Algerian nationals on charges of planning terrorist attacks in the country.  The trial in 
Aden, which resulted in convictions in August and prison terms of between seven months and seven years,  highlighted 
serious shortcomings in the Yemeni justice system, including arbitrary detention, torture, and unfair trials. Women 
convicted of violating traditional sexual mores were sometimes held in detention beyond the end of their sentence until a 
male guardian collected them from the prison. Many prisoners and detainees were held in unregulated detention centers 
operated by tribal leaders or branches of the security forces. 

Journalists and opposition political leaders were frequently subjected to detention, assault, or intimidation by security 
forces and unidentified armed gangs. Newspapers were subjected to closures and arbitrary restrictions in violation of 
local and international law. Reporters who exposed government corruption were particular targets.  In the run-up to 
presidential elections in September, only one candidate was permitted to stand for elections against incumbent President 
Ali Abdullah Saleh and he was a member of the president ruling political party.  



Many independent and opposition newspapers in Yemen faced prosecution or extrajudicial harassment over the course 
of the year.  Prominent editors and journalists, such as the late Dr. Abdul Aziz al-Saqqaf of the Yemen Times, Hisham 
Bashraheel of Al-Ayyam, No=aman Qaid Seif of Al-Shoura and Abdel Latif al-Qutbi of Al-Haq were detained and 
interrogated.  Other newspapers which faced prosecution and harassment included Al-Rai al-Aam, Al-Thawri, Al-Wahdawi, 
and Al-Balagh. 

Reporting on high-level government corruption led to some prosecutions.  For example,   the Yemen Times was accused 
of slander and spreading lies after publishing articles in November 1998 accusing government officials of channeling 
international development funds into their own bank accounts.  The prosecution was dropped in July following the death of 
editor Abdul-Aziz al-Saqqaf  in a traffic accident. The weekly newspaper, Al-Shoura, the official mouthpiece of the 
opposition political party, the Union of Yemeni Popular Forces (UYPF), was a particular target of official harassment and 
restrictions because of its criticism of government policies. Qayed Numan Seif, the editor of Al-Shoura, was detained for 
two days in February 1999 following the publication of an article entitled, AThe President is Asked to Fight Corruption.@  
On February 25, the Ministry of Information issued a decree ordering Al-Shoura shutdown following the publication of a 
second version of the newspaper by a small group of former UYPF members.  This constituted a violation of the press law 
which forbids the publication of two newspapers with the same title.  Al-Shoura journalists and UYPF leaders claimed that 
the government had financed the publication of the Afalse@ Al-Shoura in order to discredit them and accused the 
government of engaging in activities aimed at discrediting their opponents and creating  a pretext for punitive legal 
action.  From January 1998 Al-Shoura and its journalists were prosecuted on eleven separate occasions for articles which 
appeared in the newspaper alleging official corruption or criticizing government policies. 

In early March editor of the Aden weekly Al-Ayyam, Hisham Bashraheel and journalist Haitham al-Ghareeb were taken 
into detention, and the publication of the newspaper was suspended.  In May they were brought to trial on charges of 
Aspreading ideas which harm national unity.@ They were convicted in August and given suspended prison terms after 
spending five months in detention.   

Other sensitive subjects, coverage of which could lead to prosecution, included the deepening security relationship 
between the Yemeni and U.S. armed forces, and the role of Yemen in the conflict between Eritrea and Ethiopia in the horn 
of Africa. On March 2, 1999 armed members of the security forces in plainclothes detained sixty-eight-year -old Abdel 
Latif al-Qutbi, editor-in-chief of the opposition weekly Al-Haq. He had received a summons to appear before the Press and 
Publications Department of the Office of the Public Prosecutor in connection with an article that had appeared in the 
newspaper alleging that Yemen would permit U.S. forces to make use of its military facilities on the island of Socotra, in 
the Arabian Sea. He was detained for three days and criminal procedures were opened against him by the Press and 
Publications Prosecutor. Al-Qutbi is a leading member of the opposition political party, League of the Sons of Yemen 
(RAY).  

 In April, the government appeared to increase its influence over the Yemeni Journalists Syndicate by forcing it to 
admit hundreds of new members from the armed forces on the grounds that they were military journalists and war 
correspondents. The official armed services newspaper, 26 September regularly denounced independent journalists and 
editors as Atraitors@ and Aforeign agents.@ 

Harassment of  the independent press was not limited to threats of legal action and prosecutions.   Journalists and 
editors complained of being threatened and intimidated by members of the security forces and  at least eight journalists 
have been beaten up by unidentified attackers alleged to be linked to the authorities.  On May 10, four masked men attacked 
Saif al-Hadheri, the editor of Al-Shumu=a weekly newspaper at his Sana=a home.  He was hospitalized as a result of his 
injuries. 

Allegations of torture were at the center of controversy over the trial of eight Britons of Yemeni background and 
two Algerians on charges of conspiracy to commit acts of terrorism on behalf of extremist Islamist groups.  The 
authorities claimed that the group of ten were associated with Islamist militants convicted of kidnapping sixteeen western 
tourists in December 1998, four of whom died when the Yemeni security forces tried to free them from their captors.  Six 
of the ten were detained at the end of December and were brought to trial on January 27.  Four more were brought to 
trial on February 13.  The trial took place at hearings over the following six months. While the defendants and their 
supporters pointed to numerous irregularities in the trial procedures, their main complaint was that the statements made 



by the defendants to prosecutors had been extracted under torture. On April 5, British Prime Minister Tony Blair called on 
the Yemeni government to permit an independent doctor to examine the prisoners. A British Home Office pathologist had 
reported signs of Aserious physical ill-treatment@ when he met with some of the prisoners in February. On May 6, after 
carrying out an examination of four of the detainees, a three person medical team, including a Dutch doctor, reported that 
they Afound no evidence of torture@ in their examinations.  A comprehensive, independent examination of all the prisoners 
was never carried out and the defendants were convicted on August 9 and sentenced to prison terms ranging from seven 
months to seven years. 

In contrast to this general trend of inaction in the face of torture, on June 1 Mawheet Primary Court convicted police 
officer Major Ali Shouaibi of torturing to death an eighteen-year-old criminal suspect, Mohammed Kowkabani.  The testimony 
at the officer=s trial brought to light a horrific series of coercive measures, including beating with cudgels and immersion 
in water, suffered by the prisoner.  Major Shouaibi was sentenced to ten years= imprisonment and ordered to pay $19,000 
compensation (diyah) to the victim=s family. Two other police officers also received prison terms. 

Yemen continued to be plagued by tribal and inter-communal violence, which the state seemed powerless to control.  
Some foreign visitors were kidnapped and held hostage in demand of payment or concessions from the government.        For 
example, on August 20 a  married couple employed by the French embassy was kidnapped by tribesmen and held for twelve 
days before being released. Earlier, in December 1998,  four western hostages were killed in a shoot-out between 
kidnappers and the security forces.  The conflict between the state and armed groups also resulted in political violence, 
including a bomb blast which killed at least three at a supermarket in the center of the capital, Sana=a, close to the 
British Embassy in late August.   

Yemen continued to impose the death penalty for crimes of murder and rape. Amnesty International reported that  a 
presidential decree in August 1998 extended the death penalty  Ato any person who heads a group which engages in 
kidnapping (or) theft of public or private property by use of force.@  Most executions were carried out in public and by a 
firing squad. The bodies of  two men executed for murder and rape in San>a in August were strung up at the city=s 
entrance as a deterrent.  

The arbitrary detentions of women convicted of Amoral@ offenses for indefinite periods under the Yemeni penal code 
violated article 15(1) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), to which 
Yemen was a party.  The government continued to detain female prisoners beyond their sentences until they were collected 
by a male guardian. 

Yemen showed leadership in the Middle East in the movement to ban antipersonnel landmines. It was one of three Middle 
Eastern countries to become a state party to the Mine Ban Treaty, along with Jordan and Qatar. According to the annual 
report of 1999 of the International Campaign To Ban Landmines, Yemen  signed the treaty on December 4, 1997 and ratified it 
on September 1 1998.  It attended Vienna and Brussels preparatory meetings, endorsed the pro-treaty Brussels Declaration 
in June 1997, was a full participant in treaty negotiations in Oslo in September 1997, and voted in favor of pro-ban U.N. 
General Assembly Resolutions in 1996, 1997, and 1998.  

In November 1997, the Yemeni Mines Awareness Committee organized a Regional Seminar on Landmines with Radda Barnen 
(Swedish Save the Children), sponsored by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United Nations 
Children=s Fund (UNICEF) and hosted by the President=s Office. In December 1998 the committee registered as a separate NGO 
under the name Yemen Mine Awareness Association, and dealt with mine awareness education in mine infested areas in the 
south of Yemen and advocacy work on banning landmines.  Although Yemen had in past years imported significant numbers 
of landmines, primarily from the Soviet Union as well as Czechoslovia, Hungary, and Italy, according to the government 
Yemen has never manufactured or exported antipersonnel mines.  

The government limited public access to the internet, using proxy servers to filter and block specified content 
between the end-user and the Internet.  
 

Defending Human Rights 
The Yemeni government permitted international human rights organizations to visit  and local human rights groups 

functioned within the country.  However, the freedom of local monitors was impaired by the restrictions on freedom of 
expression and a climate of intimidation surrounding criticism of government policy. Several groups reported on human 



rights conditions in Yemen from outside the country. The ICRC was able to conduct visits to official prisons throughout the 
country, but its inspections did not cover unofficial detention facilities.  In March the Supreme Elections Committee (SEC), 
with the assistance of the International Foundation of Election Systems (IFES), organized a National Colloqium on the 
Development of Election Adminstration in Yemen, bringing together governmental and nongovernmental actors to discuss 
issues such as voter education, election day operations and candidate and ballot issues.  In September IFES opened a field 
office in Sana>a.  On June 28, Yemen hosted an eighteen-country international conference of government and opposition 
delegates from states deemed to be engaged in a transition to democracy. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
The highest level U.S. visitor to Yemen was General Anthony Zinni, commander of U.S. forces in the Middle East, whose 

visits on several occasions indicated the importance of U.S. - Yemeni military relations.  Relations with the UK were 
strained by the kidnapping of British tourists and by irregularities in the trial of eight British nationals on terrorist 
charges.  The trial brought to light links between Islamist opposition groups based in London and violent Islamist groups 
operating in Yemen.  The British government was embarrassed by the charges against its nationals while faced with an 
obligation to uphold the rights of its citizens on trial. 

In November 1998, the E.U. welcomed the acceptance of the first ruling by the London International Arbitration Committee 
on the territorial dispute by Yemen and Eritrea over islands in the Red sea in a declaration by the Presidency of the 
European Union on Yemen/Eritrea. In December the estimated E.U. aid to Yemen for 1998 according to Mr. Ahmed Sofan, 
Yemeni Minister of Planning and Development, was $38.1 million.   

German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer in a press conference in February commended Yemeni officials and other 
parties for their efforts to release German hostages and said the recent abductions of Germans in Yemen would not affect 
ties between the two countries. The E.U. is one of Yemen=s major aid partners. One of the poorest Arab states, Yemen was 
implementing economic reforms agreed on with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund as of February 1999, 
when the E.U. approved a $14 million aid package to help the state develop its strategic food reserves.  In May, the E.U. 
agreed to provide Yemen with 6.7 million Euro (about $7 m) to support health sector reform.  In an aid project intended to 
improve treatment, prevention and awareness of malaria, and implement training of specialist staff,  the E.U. cleared 
humanitarian aid worth Euro 800,000. Malaria was one of the country=s biggest health problems, affecting up to 60 percent 
of the population, and particularly afflicting children, pregnant women, and the elderly. The European Community 
Humanitarian Office (ECHO) managed the project=s funds. 

In January 1999 the U.N. Committee on the Rights of the Child considered Yemen=s second periodic report and in its 
concluding observations expressed concern at Athe use of physical punishment, including flogging, and torture in detention 
centres.@ 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


