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In the Middle East and North Africa, the overwhelming majority of people lived in countries where basic rights 
were routinely violated with impunity and where open criticism of the authorities knew sharp limits. This picture 
changed little during 1997, despite a few hopeful developments that included the Iranian presidential election, the 
region=s first, excluding Israel, in which the outcome was not known in advance. 

The battle against Aterrorism@ was invoked by several governments of the region to justify curbs on rights. 
Without exception, governments that invoked that struggle, including Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, Israel, and Bahrain, 
went well beyond justifiable security measures to violate the rights not only of suspected militants but also of 
peaceful critics and of the population as a whole. All of these governments except Bahrain have ratified the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Convention against Torture. Yet all violated core 
rights that are considered nonderogable even in times of national emergency. 

Religion provided another mantle for the violation of rights. In Iran, an official council of clerics and jurists 
limited the pool of candidates eligible to run for public office by vetting them for Apiety.@ Pursuant to its 
interpretation of Islamic (shari=a) law, Saudi Arabia conducted trials in a manner that deprived defendants of 
their due process rights, while in both Saudi Arabia and Iran courts imposed death by stoning and other forms of 
severe corporal punishment on offenders. Shari=a-based family and personal status law were used in Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, and Syria, among others, to discriminate against women, notably 
in the matters of child custody and in the freedom to marry and to divorce.  

Several armed opposition groups invoked religion to justify their own abuses of  
 

human rights, including the deliberate and indiscriminate killing of civilians in Algeria, Egypt, and Israel. In 1997, 
armed groups in Algeria targeted civilians on a scale and with a savagery that was unprecedented in that 
country=s six years of civil strife. They slaughtered scores and in some incidents more than a hundred unarmed men, 
women and children in numerous nighttime raids carried out on villages not far from Algiers. The Algerian 
security forces, for reasons that remained unclear, often did little to intervene, and were themselves implicated 
in torture, Adisappearances,@ and summary executions 

The Algerian tragedy was held up by some governments as a reason to Ago slow@ on democratization. In 
neighboring Tunisia, going slow was a euphemism for going backwards, toward intolerance of all forms of 
political dissent. Across the region, those in power employed common methods to suppress or limit opposition, 
whether peaceful or violent: 

Direct government control over the content of television and radio broadcasts was the norm. Lebanon, with 
scores of privately owned but unlicensed stations,  was an exception, until that country=s media diversity was 
dramatically reduced when the cabinet began in September 1996 to license the audiovisual media pursuant to a 1994 
broadcasting law.  By July 1997, the number of private television and radio stations in Lebanon was reduced to six 
and fifteen, respectively, and unlicensed stations were forced to suspend operations. In addition, content bans 
imposed by the 1994 law curtailed free expression on the airwaves.   

In the Palestinian self-rule areas, an effort to bring to viewers live coverage of the outspoken Palestinian 
Legislative Council was suppressed, at least temporarily, by the Palestinian Authority (PA). In Algeria, where all 
media faced strict censorship of coverage of the internal strife, state television and radio gave some coverage in 
1997 to opposition politicians during the parliamentary election campaign and the sessions of the new national 
assembly. While Algerians supplemented the local coverage by watching foreign television via satellite, in Tunisia 
and some other countries the purchase and use of satellite dishes was heavily restricted, and in Iraq they were 



banned outright.  
Newspapers in most of the Gulf states, Iraq, Syria and Tunisia, whether governmental or private, could not 

print news or commentary on political affairs that displeased the authorities. The print media in Morocco, Kuwait, 
Algeria, Egypt, Lebanon, and Yemen fared better, although journalists and publications that crossed certain lines 
in their criticism of authorities or of government policy risked harsh punishment. In Iran, small independent 
magazines have proliferated since the early 1990s. However, journalists affiliated with them ran enormous risks that 
included imprisonment and court-sanctioned whippings. In 1997 independent publisher Ebrahim Zolzadeh was at least 
the third writer to die since November 1994 in suspicious circumstances that suggested government complicity. 

The government of Jordan took a step backward in May by enacting, while parliament was in recess, draconian 
amendments to the 1993 press and publications law. These amendments considerably broadened existing content bans 
and specified extremely high capital requirements for newspapers, steep fines, and suspension and closure of 
publications for infractions of the content bans.  The amendments greatly diminished press freedom and self 
censorship increased. Six weeks before the parliamentary elections on November 4, authorities suspended thirteen 
weekly newspapers, some of which had developed reputations for independent, critical reporting. 

Governments also moved to control the flow of information via the Internet.  For this reason, few Tunisians 
enjoyed Internet access during 1997. The Bahraini authorities, who also closely monitored net access, arrested in 
March 1997 an engineer employed by the state telecommunications company, reportedly because of information he 
was transmitting abroad via the Internet.  As of October, he remained in detention without charge. The police 
chief of Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates, stated in 1996 that the Ministry of Interior and the police had to 
license all subscribers before they could receive Internet services. 

Countries including  Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, continued to allow no political parties or 
associations. In Kuwait, however, the sometimes-fractious parliament housed different political tendencies.  

Governments that allowed some space for opposition politics continued to outlaw certain political 
groupsCoften Islamist onesCand prosecute their suspected members. Egypt continued to target members of the 
country=s leading political opposition movement, the Muslim Brotherhood. Since 1995, members of this officially 
banned but long tolerated groupCincluding elected leaders of professional associations, ex-parliamentarians, and 
academicsCwere imprisoned following unfair military court trials for their peaceful political activity. The 
government of Algeria, which tolerated two legal Islamist parties despite a new law outlawing parties based on 
religion, continued to ban the Islamic Salvation Front, which was dissolved in 1992 after winning a plurality in the 
first round of parliamentary voting. Tunisia tolerated no party that genuinely challenged the positions of the 
ruling party, and held hundreds of men and women behind bars for membership or political activity in the once-
tolerated Islamist Nahdha movement, along with a smaller number of nonviolent leftists. The Israeli military 
government in the West Bank continued to imprison or administratively detain Palestinians for affiliation with 
political groups that opposed the Israeli-PLO accords. 

The plight of Palestinians living in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, including Israeli-annexed East 
Jerusalem, worsened in many respects during 1997. The Palestinian Authority protested Israel=s continued 
construction and expansion of settlements, in  

 
violation of international law, in the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and its delays in redeploying 
troops from the territories. A series of bombings were carried out inside Israel and claimed by the Islamic 
Resistance Movement (Hamas), and Israel charged that the PA was not doing enough to combat anti-Israel violence. 
In an act of collective punishment against more than 1.5 million Palestinians, Israel imposed the tightest 
restrictions since the Gulf War on the movement of people and goods in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with 
devastating consequences for the daily life and economy of Palestinians. The closure, imposed on the grounds that 
it helped to prevent further attacks inside Israel, blocked movement not only out of the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip, but internally as well: Israeli  Defense Force checkpoints in the West Bank kept most of the area=s 



Palestinians under de facto town arrest, preventing many from reaching their workplace or fields, visiting 
relatives, obtaining medical attention, or traveling abroad, to list but a few hardships. 

As noted above, religion was invoked to justify a wide range of abuses, from legal discrimination to acts of 
violence. The government of Iran considered Baha=ism a heretical sect and singled out its members, as well as 
evangelical Christians, for harsh persecution.  In Saudi Arabia, public worship by non-Muslims was prohibited, and 
as in Bahrain, the sizable Shi=a community charged discrimination in the fields of education and public-sector 
employment, as did the Coptic Christian minority community in Egypt. The Shi=a government of Iran restricted the 
growth of Sunni mosques and seminaries, and held in detention Sunni religious leaders, reportedly because of their 
demands for parity for the large Sunni minority. 

The Christian minority in Egypt continued to suffer from state-sponsored discrimination as well as acts of 
violence by armed militants in which Coptic Christians and other civilians lost their lives. Two particularly heinous 
massacres occurred in Upper Egypt, in February and March, in which twenty-four people, twenty of them Copts, 
were killed.  Egyptian Muslims who converted to Christianity were unable to obtain legal recognition of their new 
religion; the children of converts could not be registered in the religion of their parents; and the marriages of 
Christian men to Muslim women were not recognized. Church construction and repair continued to require a 
presidential decree, pursuant to a 19th century Ottoman law. 

In Algeria, there was religious persecution of another type: Islamist armed groups waged a campaign of 
violence against their Muslim compatriots who deviated from the militants= own view of the righteous path, in 
terms of personal conduct, appearance, or interpretation of religion. Since 1993, many Algerians falling into 
these categories have been assassinated by armed groups, although the precise reasons for specific killings and 
authorship have been difficult to establish. This type of persecution, moreover, was distinct from the large-scale 
massacres of villagers in 1997.  

Most governments in the region practiced torture but either flatly denied it or conceded only isolated abuses. 
 Israel admitted to putting Palestinian suspects from the West Bank and Gaza Strip through various forms of 
physical and psychological pressure, but claimed to ensure these did not reach the threshold of torture. During 
1997, Israel=s highest court continued to refrain from challenging this claim, by ruling against Palestinian 
petitioners when they sought court orders barring the General Security Service from using physical force against 
them. In May,  the U.N. Committee against Torture rejected the government=s position, calling Israel=s interrogation 
techniques Atorture.@ 

Several governments of the Middle East, including those of Iran, Iraq, and Israel, were linked to political 
assassinations or attempted assassinations on foreign soil over the last decade. While none of these governments 
has formally admitted to these acts, the evidence linking Iran and Israel to killings on foreign soil was 
dramatically strengthened during 1997.  In April, a German court, after a lengthy investigation and testimony from 
former Iranian agents, ruled that Athe Iranian political leadership@ was responsible for the murder of four 
activists from Kurdish armed opposition groups in Berlin in 1992. It was the first time a court had held Iran=s 
leaders responsible for some of a number of  killings of Iranians that have taken place on European soil since 
the Islamic revolution. 

The government of Israel all but officially admitted that its Mossad agency had carried out on September 25 a 
botched attempt in Jordan on the life of Hamas official Khaled Meshal. After strong pressure from King Hussein, 
Israel provided an antidote to the fatal toxin its agents had administered to Meshal outside the Hamas office in 
Amman, and he recovered. The suspected perpetrators were allowed to return to Israel as part of an Israeli-
Jordanian deal that included Israel=s release of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, Hamas= spiritual leader, and other Jordanian 
and Palestinian prisoners. Israeli leaders defiantly refused to rule out such operations in the future; a government 
spokesman vowed that Israel=s Along arm will reach terrorists wherever they are.@ Israel was reportedly 
responsible for a series of assassinations that included Islamic Jihad leader Fathi Shikaki in Malta in 1995. 

Amidst this gloomy picture of human rights in the region, some of the elections that took place during 1997 



provided a basis for cautious optimism. In Oman=s Shura Council elections in October, women were permitted to vote 
and run as candidates nationwide for the first time. In Iran, Mohamed Khatami scored a surprise victory in May over 
the presidential candidate favored by the ruling religious establishment. The election was not free: an official 
body had pruned the would-be list of candidates down to four, all of whom came from within the religious 
establishment. But Khatami=s campaign promises to institutionalize the rule of law inspired hope that Iranians 
would enjoy more freedom of expression and less intrusion in their private lives.  

While Jordan=s November parliamentary election was preceded by mounting restrictions on freedom of 
expression and assembly, Algeria=s parliamentary elections in June presented a mixed picture. Constitutional and 
legal reforms put in place since late 1996, and measures taken during the campaign to promote pro-government 
candidates, ensured that the resulting National Assembly would pose no serious challenge to the power of the 
executive. Nevertheless, for the first time since independence, a multiparty parliament was in place, one that 
included secular and Islamist critics of government policies. It remained to be seen whether the assembly, despite 
its limited powers, could contribute to more accountable government and to ending the horrific strife in the 
country. 

The governments of Yemen and Qatar committed themselves to signing the international treaty banning 
landmines when it is opened for signatures in December 1997, and other governments in the region indicated their 
intention to follow suit. In the negotiations on establishing the International Criminal Court (ICC), Egypt played a 
positive role by supporting provisions that would empower the court to prosecute those accused of genocide, 
crimes against humanity, and serious war crimes. 

There was also encouragement to be drawn from the persistence of independent human rights and women=s 
rights organizations, in approximately half the countries of the region, in documenting and publicizing abuses and 
lobbying for reforms. In several countries that did not tolerate human rights organizations on the ground, such as 
Bahrain and Iran, information got outCand inCoften aided by foreign broadcasts and the new information 
technologies.  

 
The Right to Monitor 

Throughout the region, supporters of human rights struggled to create, maintain, or expand the space inside their 
countries for independent monitoring and reporting. In many countries, however, lack of access to the countries 
themselves or to information about the situations there complicated the tasks of both international and domestic 
human rights activists.   

In several parts of the region, notably Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Palestinian self-rule areas, and Yemen, human 
rights remained a growth industry as local activists expanded existing organizations, launched new ones, and 
increasingly reached out to their counterparts elsewhere in the region and internationally. The dissemination of 
information was enhanced by new information technologies, with electronic mail and Internet sites enabling local 
organizations to provide timely reports of human rights developments and violations in a speedy manner that was 
unthinkable several years ago. In an important sense, the globalization of accurate information, the basis of the 
human rights craft and rights-related advocacy, made important inroads in the region in 1997, and held future 
promise as models for emerging NGOs. 

Government policies, however, still regulated and for the most part restricted the extent to which human 
rights activists enjoyed internal operating space and access to information. At one extreme the complete lack of 
freedom of association in Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Iraq, for example, meant that no locally based organizations 
could monitor and report on human rights conditions. This, combined with these states= denial of access to 
international human rights organizations, kept the flow of information about abuses there to a trickle. Iran also 
did not allow human rights organizations to function, but did tolerate monitoring within certain bounds and did 
not impose controls so draconian as to prevent some courageous Iranians from documenting information abroad 
about human rights conditions.    



At the other end of the spectrum, in Egypt, Israel, and areas under the Palestinian Authority, human rights 
communities thrived, and the work of locally based groups gained increasing international recognition and media 
coverage. The situation in Israel and Palestine was particularly  acute during  protracted periods of closure of 
the occupied territories that kept human rights workers from moving freely within and between the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip. In Egypt, groups had to find creative ways to circumvent the restrictive 1964 associations law, and 
still were forced to operate under constant monitoring by internal security forces operatives and an ever-
present risk of possible closure by authorities.  

The government of Tunisia conditionally released from prison one human rights activist, Khemaïs Chammari, but 
detained another, Khemaïs Ksila, on the day he launched a hunger strike to publicize the persecution he had suffered 
for pursuing human rights work. In Algeria, human rights lawyer Rachid Mesli was sentenced to three years in 
prison after an unfair trial on charges of aiding Aterrorist@ groups. During the trial the judge questioned him 
about his contact with  Amnesty International=s research team on Algeria. It was in Syria that human rights 
monitors paid the highest price; there five activists from the Committees for the Defense of Democratic Freedom 
and Human Rights in Syria continued to serve prison sentences of up to ten years. 

 
The Role of the  

International Community 
Governments of the larger industrialized countries generally paid scant public attention to human rights issues in 
the Middle East. Their chief interests were access to oil, natural gas, and export markets; promoting Israeli-Arab 
accords; and combating, or at least containing, the violence committed by armed opposition groups. Western 
inaction on human rights was sometimes justified with reference to the violent and intolerant nature of some 
opposition groups; on other occasions, inaction was dressed up as deference toward Islamic sensibilities or 
cultural traditions-usually as defined by those holding power. 

 
United Nations 
In September 1997, both Secretary-General Kofi Annan and High Commissioner for Human  Rights Mary Robinson 
publicly challenged  the Algerian government=s insistence that the country=s human rights problems were strictly 
an internal affair. The United Nations continued to maintain peacekeeping forces in the region, including southern 
Lebanon and the Syrian-Israeli demilitarized zone, and to aid Palestinian refugee communities through the U.N. Relief 
and Works Agency (UNRWA). In September, former US Secretary of State James Baker, as the special 
representative of the secretary-general, brokered an agreement between Morocco and the Polisario Front on a 
proposed code of conduct for a referendum over the future of the Western Sahara. In Iraq, the U.N. continued to 
monitor the status of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons development, and the distribution of food and other 
relief goods under the post-Gulf War sanctions regime. The humanitarian crisis in Iraq was not ended by the 
Security Council-authorized purchase by Iraq of humanitarian goods in 1997. Special rapporteurs continued to cover 
human rights developments in Iran, Iraq and the Israeli-occupied territories, but did not    visit those countries in 
1997. 

 
European Union 
In April the foreign ministers of the European Union member states and the twelve Euro-Mediterranean partners, 
from Morocco to Turkey, held a second summit in Malta.  However, unlike the Barcelona Declaration of 1995, the 
communique from the meeting was issued only several months laterCreportedly on account of disagreements over 
language referring to human rightsCand contained only passing reference to Athe rule of law, democracy and 
human rights@ as common objectives. 

During 1997, many E.U. member state governments took up ratification of the Euro-Mediterranean Association 
Agreements that the E.U. had initialed earlier with Tunisia, Israel, and Morocco. During this process, 



parliamentarians and others raised the issue of human rights compliance-particularly with regard to Israel-which 
is specified in common Article 2 of the Association Agreements. Several governments indicated they would seek to 
have the European Commission set up a human rights monitoring mechanism as part of the implementation process. 
However, no European government demanded human rights improvements from the governments of Israel, Tunisia, or 
Morocco as a condition for its ratifying of the Association Agreement. During 1997 the E.U. signed an interim 
association agreement with the Palestinian Authority, and was scheduled to sign one with Jordan in late November. 
Negotiations continued on the terms of agreements with Egypt and Algeria. As E.U. and Syrian officials prepared 
to open negotiations on an agreement, the E.U. Council of Ministers continued to suppress a November 1995 report 
on human rights in Syria that the European Parliament had mandated as a condition for economic assistance. 

 
United States  
The U.S. continued to play the largest role of any outside government in the Middle East in terms of trade, 
economic and military assistance, and arms sales. In its Congressional Presentation for Foreign Operations for 
fiscal year 1998, the Clinton administration identified U.S. interests in the Middle East as promoting a 
comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace settlement, containing threats to energy supplies and regional stability posed 
by Iran, Iraq and Libya, maintaining full and secure access to Persian Gulf energy resources, expanding trade and 
investment opportunities for the U.S. private sector, and encouraging democracy and sustainable development.  

Israel and Egypt accounted for U.S.$5.3 billion, or 91 percent, of the $5.8 billion requested by the Clinton 
administration for foreign military and economic support assistance globally. U.S. arms accounted for just under 
$24 billion worth of weapon deliveries to the countries of the Middle East in the 1993-1996 period, or 47 percent 
of the total, according to the U.S. Congressional Research Service. Saudi Arabia was the leading arms purchaser. 

Despite the potential leverage this role provided, and despite high-level declarations of the centrality of 
human rights to U.S. policy, Washington did and said little publicly to promote human rights in the region. Israel, 
Egypt, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia, all close U.S. allies, engaged in grave and systematic human rights abuses as 
matters of state policy, without any public indication from Washington that these violations had or would have 
consequences for relations. 

The severity of abuses, as well-documented in the State Department=s Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices for 1996, was almost never reflected in the public responses of President Clinton, Secretary of State 
Albright, or other high officials to developments in the region. Assistant Secretary for Democracy, Human Rights 
and Labor John Shattuck and his top aides passed another year without visiting the Middle East or North Africa.  

On her first trip to the region, in September, Secretary of State Madeline Albright called on Israel to ease 
its blockade of the PA-controlled areas, and to refrain from Aland confiscations, home demolitions and 
confiscation of I.D.s.@ These recommendations, however welcome, were made explicitly as means to improving the 
climate for negotiations with the Palestinian Authority. Israeli abuses were never publicly characterized by 
Albright or any other senior official as violations of human rights or humanitarian law.  During her stops in 
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, and during her meetings with foreign ministers from the region at 
the U.N. General Assembly sessions, she made no public comments about human rights practices in any of these 
countries. 

In July the State Department issued a congressionally-mandated report, Religious Freedom: Focus on Christians. 
The entries included all Middle East countries, in some cases elaborating on information contained in the Country 
Reports and noting U.S. government responses to instances of persecution or discrimination against Christians on 
the basis of religious belief. 

U.S. foreign assistance in the region included funds for UNRWA and the  Israel-Lebanon Monitoring Group. The 
U.S. also continued a military air patrol of northern Iraq, discouraging a major Iraqi military incursion into that 
mainly Kurdish-populated area. 

The $5 million U.S. Middle East Regional Democracy Fund supported the dispatch of election observers to Yemen 



and Algeria. The U.S. also provided funds to the Palestinian Authority and the Palestinian nongovernmental sector 
to promote democracy and rule of law, but undermined these objectives by demanding a crackdown on suspected 
militants without demanding that the PA avoid the abusive methods that had accompanied such crackdowns in the 
past. 

In his confirmation hearings, Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs Martin Indyk said AIn 
cases where >quiet= diplomatic efforts are unsuccessful in addressing human rights abuses@ a more effective 
approach would be sought, Abut the approach we take depends on the nature of our relationship with the country 
involved.@ 

 
The Work of Human Rights Watch 

In 1997 Human Rights Watch placed a priority on exposing human rights abuses in the Gulf states; providing in-
depth analyses of human rights conditions in Algeria, Iran, and Jordan on the eve of elections; exposing human 
rights abuses in Lebanon in a fashion that highlights the responsibility of the Lebanese, Israeli and Syrian 
authorities; and increasing our work  with the European Union, in the context of the negotiation of Association 
Agreements with several Middle Eastern countries and growing European interest in the countries on its southern 
flank as well as Iran. 

Iran and the Gulf states were largely closed to human rights monitoring. The authorities in Teheran did not 
approve our requests to return, following our first-ever authorized mission to Iran in early 1996, and permission to 
send fact-finding missions to Saudi Arabia and Bahrain was not granted. 

Research and action continued, however, on countries that did not give access to human rights monitors. In May 
we issued a report before Iran=s presidential elections that described the means by which the religious 
establishment used arbitrary criteria to disqualify candidates from outside its own ranks, as well as other 
impediments to free and fair polling. A second report, issued in September, exposed discrimination in law and 
practice against the country=s religious and ethnic minorities. We gave priority to communicating our findings on 
Iran via scores of Farsi-language interviews with radio stations broadcasting to that country. 

In April, following a German court verdict that implicated Tehran=s top leadership in the 1992 assassinations 
of four Kurdish Iranian leaders of armed opposition groups in Berlin, Human Rights Watch called on the E.U. foreign 
ministers to condition the resumption of normal political and commercial relations with Iran on that government 
investigating extrajudicial executions and holding accountable any officials found to have been involved in them. 

In July we published a report on Bahrain that highlighted measures against activists in the Shi=a community 
and in the broad-based movement seeking the restoration of the dissolved parliament and suspended rights. The 
report refuted the government=s claim that it repressed only participants in Aa campaign of disturbance 
orchestrated by foreign backed terrorist groups.@  

Repression and controls on the flow of information made Saudi Arabia one of the world=s countries most 
closed to human rights monitoring. During 1997, we obtained information about a Syrian who was executed on 
charges of practicing witchcraft, but whose real Aoffense@ appears to have been incurring the wrath of his 
wealthy and well-connected Saudi employer. After Saudi authorities ignored our inquiries on the case, we issued a 
report describing the flaws in the Saudi justice system that this case revealed. 

Many of  Lebanon=s human rights problems were linked to the continuing foreign intervention in that country. 
Israel continued to occupy 850 square kilometers of southern Lebanon. We issued two reports during the year on 
abuses stemming from Israel=s conflict with Lebanese guerrillas, based on two missions each to Lebanon and Israel. 
The first documented laws of war violations committed by Israeli military forces and Lebanese guerrillas in April 
1996, causing civilian casualties on both sides of the border, although it was only in Lebanon where civilians were 
killed. On the first anniversary of the Israeli artillery shelling of the U.N. base at Qana, in which over one hundred 
Lebanese civilians perished, the Arabic-language daily newspaper al-Hayat (London)  published a two-part Human 
Rights Watch report on the attack. A full report on the conflict followed in September that showed the attack 



on the U.N. base was only the most calamitous in a series of incidents in which Israel=s military did not take 
precautions to spare Lebanese civilians from harm during attacks and fired at or near U.N. peacekeeper vehicles 
and bases. The report also criticized Hizballah=s indiscriminate attacks on civilians in northern Israel and its 
firing of weapons from positions  near the civilian-filled U.N. base at Qana. 

In September we reported on a forgotten aspect of the conflict: Israel continued to hold twenty-one 
Lebanese prisoners in long-term detention. Two of  the detainees-Sheikh Ahmad Hikmat Obeid and Mustafa al-
Dirani -continued to be held in utter secrecy and isolation,  in undisclosed locations, since 1989 and 1994 
respectively. Others among these prisoners completed prison sentences in Israel up to nine years ago but orders 
for their deportation upon release were suspended without explanation and their long imprisonment under 
administrative orders has continued. Our report built on and supported the work of nongovernmental organizations 
in Lebanon,  the West Bank, and Israel that have been working for years on behalf of these prisoners. 

While Syria did not formally occupy any part of Lebanon, it maintained an estimated 30,000 troops as well as 
intelligence operatives on the ground. The Syrian role in carrying out arbitrary arrests, abductions,  and 
Adisappearances@ in Lebanon was first documented in our 1990 report. In May 1997 we published a report showing 
that  Lebanese authorities acquiesced and sometimes directly collaborated in this practice.  The report was 
disseminated in Arabic in the region, encouraging families of the Adisappeared@ to provide information about their 
relatives to international organizations. Neither the Syrian nor the Lebanese government commented officially on 
its findings.  

 Following the government=s decision in September 1996 to license only four television and eleven radio 
stations, and impose content restrictions, we dispatched a fact-finding mission to Lebanon. In a report issued in 
April, we argued that the state=s legitimate interest in regulating airwaves must not become a pretext for 
restricting the political content of broadcasts and limiting dissenting viewpoints.  

Working with the Ramallah-based Centre for International Human Rights Enforcement (CIHRE), we concentrated 
on pressing the international community to end its acquiescence in Israeli abuses. We campaigned in several 
European capitals where the European Union=s Association Agreement with Israel was up for ratification. These 
efforts helped to provoke discussion within parliaments and questioning directed at government ministers, as well 
as Israeli responses to these initiatives. We suggested to parliamentarians ways to give substance to the human 
rights clause common to the agreements with Israel, and also with the governments of Tunisia, Morocco, and the 
Palestinian Authority. 

In April, prior to the Euro-Mediterranean ministerial conference in Malta, Human Rights Watch urged the 
foreign ministers of the attending governments to address a number of human rights issues. These included 
discrimination and xenophobic violence directed at migrant workers and their families, and the need to make a 
public and unconditional commitment to end the practice of torture. At a European Parliament hearing devoted to 
human rights in Tunisia in June, we outlined a framework for the role that the international community should play 
in promoting human rights in that country. 

We joined with Israeli human rights organizations to campaign to block legislation that would prevent 
Palestinian victims of Israeli human rights abuses from seeking compensation in Israeli courts. The government 
ended up submitting a toned-down but still objectionable version of the bill to the Knesset, which had not acted 
on the bill as this report went to press.  

In October, as the Palestinian Authority  resumed rounding up suspected Islamist militants in response to 
outside pressure, we issued the findings of research into abuses under the PA. In addition to condemning the 
pattern of arbitrary arrests of suspected militants as well as other critics by the PA, we criticized foreign 
powers, including the U.S., for demanding a crackdown without insisting that the PA avoid the pattern of abuse 
that accompanied its previous crackdowns. During the year we also issued statements condemning the suicide 
bombings inside Israel and the punitive closures that Israel imposed on Palestinians in their wake. 

Although Human Rights Watch does not monitor elections per se, we frequently strived to demonstrate how 



their fairness can be judged only against a full picture of prevailing human rights conditions. This was the goal 
of our report issued prior to Iran=s presidential election in May (see above) as well as the report issued before 
parliamentary elections there in early 1996. A mission to Algeria in March and April yielded a report placing the 
June parliamentary elections in the context of the civil strife, controls on free expression and assembly, and 
constitutional amendments that barred certain political parties.  We also worked with human rights lawyers in 
Algiers who collected hundreds of dossiers on Adisappeared@ persons. In October, together with three other 
international human rights organizations, we called on the United Nations to conduct an inquiry into the massacres 
taking place in Algeria. In October, in advance of Jordan=s parliamentary elections, we issued a report 
documenting the effect of curbs on press freedomCthe subject of a Human Rights Watch report in JuneCand 
other restrictions on freedom of expression and assembly that compromised the fairness of the electoral contest. 

We issued a series of statements on the arrest of activists who were peacefully protesting implementation of 
new land tenancy laws in Egypt and visited the country twice. In April, we testified before the U.S. House of 
Representatives on human rights in Egypt and in June expressed alarm over the impact of an Egyptian court 
decision rejecting a government ban on female genital mutilation. 

As always, we responded on many occasions where local lawyers, activists, journalists and others were being 
pressured or persecuted because of their efforts to expose human rights abuses. Letters were sent to governments 
in support of lawyers in Algeria,    Lebanon    and Tunisia, activists and journalists in Egypt, Jordan, Bahrain, and the 
West Bank, to name but a few. 

 
For a listing of relevant reports and  missions, see page 459 at the end of this report. Partial listings also 
follow each country chapter. 

 
 

ALGERIA 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The year was marked by the first legislative and local elections since the last round of voting was cancelled in 
1992. Algeria had been governed without an elected parliament since elections were halted in January that year to 
prevent a victory by the Islamic Salvation Front (Front Islamique du Salut, FIS). Since then, political strife has 
become endemic. 1997 appeared to be the bloodiest year yet and, more than ever, civilians bore the brunt of the 
violence. 

The main adversaries were armed Islamist groups on the one hand and, on the other, the security forces and 
armed civilian groups allied with them. Assaults on civilians included an unprecedented wave of massacres in 
farming and semi-rural communities, mostly in the Mitidja region southwest of the capital. The assailants 
indiscriminately killed and maimed men, women,  children and infants in the communities they attacked by beheading 
them, hacking them to death or mutilating them and leaving them to die.  Some women were abducted and reportedly 
raped and then killed.  

Observers attributed the attacks to motives that included reprisals by armed groups against villagers who had 
retreated from their one-time support of the rebels; feuds between armed groups; vendettas between competing 
armed Islamist groups and government-backed Aself-defense@ militias; and disputes over land ownership. 

The shadowy Armed Islamic Group (known by the acronym GIA) was blamed for much of the carnage and claimed 
responsibility for some of the killings. For example, on September 26,  after attacks on the Algiers suburbs of 
Rais and Bentalha on August 29 and September 22 respectively that, according to press reports, left more than 
500 dead, the GIA issued a statement in London saying it was behind the recent massacres, according to the 
Agence France-Presse.  

Many of the massacres occurred in districts that had voted overwhelmingly for the FIS in the 1990 and 1992 



elections. According to press reports, several of the massacres targeted villages whose inhabitants had, since 
1993, reportedly given provisions and money to the armed groups, but had since withdrawn their support and in some 
cases had sought weapons from the authorities to defend themselves. 

The security forces often reportedly did not try to halt the massacres or apprehend the killers, even when 
the slaughter took hours to complete and occurred less than a mile from their barracks and installations.  
According to survivors interviewed by Amnesty International, armed forces units with armored vehicles stationed 
just outside Bentalha did not intervene even though it was clear they were aware of the situation, and even 
stopped some villagers trying to flee from doing so. The army also did not allow neighboring local militia to 
enter Bentalha in response to the attack. After massacring over two hundred persons over the course of several 
hours, the attackers fled without being stopped. 

Algerian newspapers and others expressed skepticism toward the semi-official explanations of security force 
inaction, which focused on the dangers to soldiers posed by land mines and ambushes.  

Various factors impeded identification of the perpetrators of specific atrocities. These included both 
government censorship  

 
of security-related information (see below) and the physical risks of conducting on-site investigations in 
conflict zones. In addition, criminal trials shed little light on specific incidents since they tended to focus only 
on such general charges as membership in Aan armed group.@ 

The government largely denied the existence of a human rights problem other than the Aterrorism@ it 
attributed to armed Islamist groups. However, security forces were responsible during 1997 for summary executions 
and Adisappearances,@ most of them carried out against suspected Islamists and their sympathizers. Human Rights 
Watch is unaware of a single instance in which security force members were punished for their role in these 
grave abuses. 

Police commonly detained suspects without identifying themselves and without warrants. Persons detained on 
suspicion of links to Aterrorism@ and Asubversion@ often remained in incommunicado custody beyond the twelve-day 
limit stipulated by the penal code, and without their families being informed of their whereabouts, as required by 
law. Dozens of persons arrested in 1997 remained unaccounted for as this report went to press, adding to the 
hundreds of cases of Adisappearances@ reported by human rights lawyers since 1993. When confronted with inquiries 
on cases of Adisappearances,@ authorities have either not responded or stated that the missing person is not in 
their custody, even when eyewitnesses testified to having seen the person being taken away by security force 
members.  

Government-backed militia were also reportedly responsible for Aanti-terrorist@ operations that went beyond 
self-defense and the limits of the law, including killings of suspected Islamists or their families in reprisal for 
acts attributed to armed groups, according to Amnesty International. The government issued a decree in March 
intended to bring the militia under closer supervision by the defense and interior ministries but did not refer to 
basic human rights standards. 

 
On June 5, parliamentary elections took place under the eyes of national and international observers. The 

elections produced the country=s first-ever multiparty National Assembly. Pro-government parties won a solid 
majority. While the outlawed FIS was barred from participating, two other Islamist parties won 27 percent of the 
seats.  

The election stakes were determined in part by a referendum in November 1996 under unfair conditions in which 
the government secured voter approval for amendments to the constitution that enhanced the powers of the 
executive branch at the expense of the National Assembly. The constitutional amendments, along with new election 
and party laws passed in March 1997, restricted Algerians= right to freedom of association by banning parties 
based on religion and ethnicity. 



In local elections on October 23, a pro-government party won more than half the seats, triggering street 
marches in Algiers in which more than 15,000 supporters of the other major parties protested alleged fraud.  The 
interior ministry banned further Aunauthorized public demonstrations@ and police in some instances prevented 
protestors from gathering.  

Following the June elections, authorities released from prison FIS chief Abbasi Madani, who was in the middle 
of a twelve-year sentence for subversion, and another senior FIS figure, Abdelqader Hachani, who had been held 
for over five years without trial. In July he was tried and sentenced to five years in prisonCtime already 
servedCfor incitement against state security. Meanwhile, the whereabouts of deputy FIS chief Ali Belhadj, who also 
had been imprisoned for subversion, remained unknown since his transfer in 1995 to secret detention. 

FIS representatives in exile repeatedly disassociated their party from the massacres and other deliberate 
killing of civilians. AThe FIS condemns all of these terrible killings,@ said Abdelkrim Ould Adda, FIS executive 
committee inexile spokesman in April. ALet me say it very clearly: The FIS has no links with the GIA. We firmly 
condemn these barbarous acts committed by these terrorist groups against the civilian population.@ A unilateral 
cease-fire declared for October 1 by the FIS=s armed wing, the Islamic Salvation Army (AIS), was denounced by the 
GIA and did not stem the massacres taking place. 

Algeria=s private press enjoyed some freedom to criticize government policies. State-controlled television 
opened up a bit during the election campaigns, providing air time for all parties running parliamentary 
candidates, and later aired debates in the National Assembly. However, authorities censored the speeches of 
opposition candidates that referred to the military-backed cancellation of the January 1992 elections as a Acoup.@ 

Although private newspapers reported on the massacres in the second half of 1997, what they could say about 
them was limited by censorship, restriction on access to massacre sites and witnesses, and the armed security 
forces who accompanied most Algerian and foreign journalists, whether they wanted them or not. Any reporting 
on governmental abuses carried out in connection with the internal strife was liable to be deleted. Algerian 
television offered only the official line on the conflict, generally playing down the scope of violence, in an 
apparent effort to buttress the government=s case that Aterrorism@ was only residual. 

The government allowed many foreign journalists in at the time of the two election campaigns, but throughout 
the year denied visas to certain reporters without explanation, including those of the French daily Libération. On 
September 29, the authorities withdrew the accreditation of an Agence France Presse (AFP) correspondent, one of 
the few foreign news bureaus remaining in the country. A Foreign Ministry official did not provide a reason 
except to say that AFP had been Awarned@ about its coverage of the unrest, the agency reported. 

Journalists, intellectuals, artists and political figures continued to be assassinated in 1997, in attacks 
attributed by the authorities to armed groups. The best-known figure to be slain was Abdelhaq Benhamouda, leader 
of the country=s main labor syndicate, the General Union of Algerian Workers. A group calling itself the Islamic 
Front for the Armed Jihad claimed responsibility for his killing in January. At least three political party 
activists were killed in the days leading up to the June 5, 1997 elections, and ten party officials were killed 
ahead of  the municipal elections.  

Human Rights Watch investigated, while in Algiers in April, the apparent execution in custody of Rached 
Medjahed, the alleged mastermind of the assassination of Benhamouda. Medjahed was arrested a few days after the 
killing and was shown Aconfessing@ on Algerian national television. But when his family requested permission 
from an investigating judge to visit him, they were told he had died. Authorities claimed that he had died from 
wounds incurred during his arrest, but the information collected by Human Rights Watch cast doubt on this claim. 
Medjahed=s death in custody fueled suspicion about who was behind the killing of Benhamouda. 

 
The Right to Monitor 

Two independent human rights organizations functioned openly in Algeria, although neither the Algerian Human 
Rights League nor the Algerian League for the Defense of Human Rights produced much documentation of abuses. 



Defense lawyers played a key role in aiding victims and disseminating information about their plight. They 
sometimes paid a price for their activism. The office of lawyer Mohamed Tahri, whose clients include relatives of 
Adisappeared@ persons, suffered a suspicious burglary during the weekend of June 12-13, in which the only items 
missing were personal documents and correspondence with clients.The break-in occurred only days after Tahri was 
featured speaking about human rights in Le Monde (Paris) and on French television. On October 20, Tahri was 
arrested and held for seven hours after demonstrating in Algiers with about fifty women seeking information 
about missing relatives.  

Rachid Mesli, an Algiers lawyer who had been openly helpful to Amnesty International during and since its 
1996 mission to Algeria, was sentenced after an unfair trial to three years in prison, on charges of 
Aencouraging@ and Aproviding apologetics@ for Aterrorism.@ During his initial interrogation and trial, the judge 
questioned Mesli about his contacts with Amnesty International.  

The Human Rights Monitoring Body (Observatoire National des Droits de l=Homme, ONDH), which reports to the 
president=s office, continued to serve as a conduit between the government and persons lodging complaints of 
human rights abuses. While it made some general criticism of government abuses, in its annual report for 1996 and 
elsewhere, the ONDH publicly defended the government=s record against criticism from international human rights 
organizations. The ONDH=s president immediately rejected a joint call by international human rights organizations 
on October 15 for an international inquiry into the human rights situation in Algeria, saying it showed Aa 
deliberate willingness to spread misunderstanding about those responsible for the latest massacres of civilians in 
Algeria,@ according to Algerian radio.  

Several international organizations were granted permission during 1997 to investigate abuses in Algeria. 
However, applications to visit from Amnesty International, an organization that has persistently documented abuses 
in Algeria, were refused. The Human Rights Watch delegation was assisted by the ONDH and received by the ministers 
of interior and justice. However, the delegation was accompanied by government security personnel during half the 
visit, despite the organization=s strong protests. Although imposed ostensibly for the delegation=s protection, this 
unwanted escort severely  hampered the delegation=s ability to meet freely with Algerians. 

 
The Role of the  

International Community 
 

United Nations 
Following a series of massacres U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan issued a public appeal on August 30 for an 
Aurgent solution@  to the bloodshed. AAs the killing goes on,@ he said, Ait is extremely difficult for all of us to 
pretend that it is not happening, that we do not know about it and that we should leave the Algerian population 
to their lot.@ 

Annan=s comments were echoed on September 30 by the new U.N. Human Rights Commissioner, Mary Robinson. 
After meeting with Algerian Foreign Minister Ahmed Attaf that day, she commented, AWhen there are serious 
violations of civilians= rights, and when a situation is as bad as in Algeria, I do not consider thatCand I cannot 
consider thatCto be internal.@  Following a meeting late October with Mohamed-Salah Dembri, Algeria=s 
representative to the U.N. in Geneva, Robinson said they had Adiscussed Algeria=s cooperation@ with U.N. human rights 
mechanisms, which include the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances and various rapporteurs. 
Algerian authorities publicly rejected any outside intervention in the crisis, however.  

Earlier in the year, the U.N. secretary-general had played a more considered role than his predecessor when 
asked by President Zeroual to send U.N. election observers. For the presidential elections of 1995, then-Secretary-
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali had sent a team of observers who had then made no public statements on voting 
conditions, thereby giving the government the right to boast of the international presence without having to face 
public reporting.  In 1997, Annan did not send observers but deployed a team of four officials who only coordinated 



the efforts of observers from some twenty countries who could speak freely of their findings. Thus the secretary-
general provided a gesture of support for the holding of elections while making it difficult for that gesture to 
be exploited. 

On August 13, the U.N. Commission on Human Rights= Subcommission on Prevention of Discrimination and 
Protection of Minorities defeated by secret ballot a draft resolution that Algerian authorities had lobbied against. 
 While critical of  Aarmed groups of religious extremists, who...are terrorizing civilian population,@ the draft had 
also expressed concern at reports Aindicating that, going beyond the requirements of the fight against terrorism, 
violations of human rights are being committed more and more frequently by certain sectors of the security 
forces.@ 

In a statement issued on September 18, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) urged 
governments to refrain from the Ahasty deportation of  rejected Algerian asylum seekers in the midst of an 
upsurge of violence in Algeria.@  UNHCR defined those at risk as coming from both sides of the conflict: 
AAlgerians who have close links with the government@ as well as Amembers or perceived members of Islamic 
groups.@ 

 
European Union 
The European Parliament passed a resolution on December 12, 1996, criticizing the constitutional referendum held in 
November for Aconcentrat[ing] power in the hands of the president@ and thus being Alikely to make it more 
difficult to establish democratic and cultural pluralism.@ The resolution urged the European Commission Ato take 
into account developments with regard to democratization and respect for human rights@ in upcoming talks 
regarding a Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement.  Article 2 of the trade agreement stresses Arespect for 
human rights and democratic principles... constitute an essential element.@ Negotiations commenced in March, and 
at the time of writing had not concluded. 

Manuel Marin, vice president of the European Commission,  urged adoption of the Association Agreement as a 
means to democratic reform. Following Algeria=s parliamentary elections, Marin on June 24 urged the Foreign 
Affairs Committee of the European Parliament to take a Apragmatic@ and Arealistic@ attitude regarding Algeria in 
order to encourage it to complete its Ademocratic transition.@ 

On September 18,  the European Parliament passed a resolution urging the Algerian government to Adeepen 
the dialogue with all the political forces and democratic elements...who reject the use of violence...and allow the 
rule of law and respect for human rights, including the freedom of the press and the right to demonstrate, to be 
reestablished.@ The resolution also called on European Union member states Anot to repatriate Algerian nationals 
residing in their territory whose safety would be endangered if they are forced to return to Algeria.@ 

E.U. foreign ministers met on October 26, at a time of mounting calls for international involvement in the 
crisis in Algeria. But the ministers limited themselves to a general condemnation of the violence, with some 
explaining that without the Algerian authorities= consent they could play no role in ending the country=s crisis. 

 
France 
France, Algeria=s former ruler and largest trading partner, remained quietly supportive of the government while 
insisting that Algerians alone could solve the country=s problems. It extended annual assistance worth nearly 
U.S.$1.2 billion, mostly in the form of government-backed credits to purchase French goods. About a third of the 
sum was not renewed in 1997 due to administrative problems. Viewed generally as the Western state with the 
greatest interest in developments in Algeria, France actively lobbied international financial institutions in 1995 
to provide debt refinancing to Algeria on favorable terms, and sought to set the course of Western policy toward 
Algeria. 

French authorities tended to condemn atrocities attributed to armed Islamist groups while remaining 
circumspect on government repression. Indications of a shift in approach came in the fall, after the election of a 



Socialist-led government and an unchecked streak of massacres that shocked French opinion. Prime Minister 
Lionel Jospin suggested, on September 29, that the violence did not have a single address: AWe can see there is a 
terrible reign of terror...but it is extremely difficult to make out what is happening.@ He referred not only to Aa 
fanatical and violent opposition@ but also to Aa State which is in a way imposing its will with violence and 
force.@  

 
In high-level consultations in September and October with the U.S. and European governments, France 

reportedly argued against international initiatives on Algeria as long as Algiers opposed them. Foreign Minister 
Hubert Vedrine told the Paris weekly L=Express in October that France can show its willingness to Asupport any 
form of action undertaken by the international community if it were accepted or requested by all the parties, 
starting with the authorities.@  Premier Jospin indicated that France should respond at home by opening its doors 
toward Algerians seeking safety. AI am in favor of ... relaxing the visa policy for all who fear for their lives in 
Algeria,@ he said on September 29. 

The National Consultative Council on Human Rights, an advisory commission attached to the prime minister=s 
office, adopted a resolution in October urging that the question of human rights in Algeria be placed on the 
agenda of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights, and that U.N. missions should be dispatched as soon as possible to 
investigate torture, summary executions and arbitrary detentions. 

 
United States 
U.S. government influence on Algeria remained limited. The U.S. provided no direct  economic or military assistance 
other than an annual U.S.$75,000 military training program. Cognizant of human rights concerns, Washington 
maintained a policy of rejecting licenses sought by U.S. companies for the sale to Algeria of equipment that 
could be used by the security forces in an offensive capacity. However, U.S. engagement in Algeria appeared to 
increase during the year, as U.S. private investment in Algeria=s energy sector soared to nearly $2 billion. The 
U.S. Export-Import Bank (Eximbank) resumed activity in Algeria in 1996 after a two-year halt. It set a ceiling of 
$150 million for new projects and financially backed U.S. corporations selling to Sonatrach, Algeria=s state-run 
oil and gas company. As of September 30, Eximbank=s exposure in Algeria totaled $2.1 billion. 

 
With the holding of parliamentary elections, the U.S. seemed to regard the government-led political process 

as worthy of encouragement, despite its limitations. The U.S. stopped calling publicly for a national political 
dialogue that included Apragmatic elements of the FIS,@ the banned Islamist party that the government had excluded 
from the elections. In gestures of support for the vote, the U.S. financed thirteen election observers and openly 
encouraged other countries to send teams. On June 9, four days after the polling, State Department spokesman 
Nicholas Burns described the election as a Apositive@ move but acknowledged, AI would not use the words free and 
fair to describe the Algerian elections, simply because the international monitors ... did not use these words....We 
do think it=s positive, however, that people voted in great numbers; and it=s positive that the government was able 
to open up television and radio to political debate.@ He urged the Algerian government to take into account the 
Aissues raised by international observers and political parties@ about flaws in the election process. 

On September 10, at a time of almost daily reports of massacres, outgoing U.S. Ambassador Ronald Neumann 
said after a farewell audience with President Zeroual that the U.S. backed Amilitary measures, consistent with the 
rule of law, to protect civilians@ and Athe policy spelled out by President Zeroual of economic and political 
reforms, freedom of the press, and development of the rule of law. We encourage national reconciliation and the 
inclusion in the political  process of all who reject violence.@ 

In light of the U.S. support for the parliamentary elections, the lack of  U.S. comment on the government=s 
shocking failure to intervene to protect the population from a steady succession of massacres, some observers 
interpreted the ambassador=s statement as a signal of a new pro-government tilt in U.S. policy. Denying this, 



officials told the press that the ambassador=s comments were merely an attempt Ato give a gentle push to the 
army to do its job.@  

 
Neumann told a U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on October 1 that human rights problems remained 

an impediment to better relations. In his prepared remarks, Neumann praised the convening of a multiparty 
parliament but cautioned that the election was Aonly a modest, first step towards representative institutions.@ He 
added that while the unity of the military was important to Algeria=s stability, AWe must continue to be cautious in 
our dealings as doubts linger about the military=s respect for the rule of law and their willingness to allow 
parliament to develop real power.@ He continued, ASometimes security forces themselves have been guilty of 
excesses....There are also credible reports of torture...and the Algerian government refuses to allow observers to 
inspect prisons.@ 

The Clinton administration=s nominee to replace Neumann, Cameron Hume, said at his Senate confirmation hearing 
on October 28 that Washington could not intervene directly in what Aall Algerians feel is an internal conflict.@ 
But he noted the U.S. actively promoted press freedom for Algerian journalists, through diplomatic demarches and 
bringing Algerian journalists to the U.S. He added that the U.S. supported the work of nongovernmental 
organizations, including international human rights groups. 

The U.S. condemned Aterrorism@ in Algeria on numerous occasions during the year and maintained the Armed 
Islamic Group on its official list of terrorist organizations worldwide.  

 
Relevant Human Rights Watch Report: 
AlgeriaCElections in the Shadow of Violence and Repression, 6/97 

 
 

BAHRAIN 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The human rights situation in Bahrain showed no improvement in 1997 and in some respects worsened. Street 
protests and clashes between security forces and demonstrators calling for political reform, which had first 
erupted in December 1994, continued throughout the year, intensifying in June 1997.  Shaikh Abd al-Amir al-Jamri 
and seven other Shi>a community leaders, arrested in January 1996, remained in detention without charge. The 
government continued to prosecute persons on security-related charges in the State Security Court, where 
procedures did not meet basic fair trial standards and whose verdicts were not subject to appeal.  The exercise of 
the freedoms of assembly and political association remained effectively outlawed under the terms of the penal 
code and the law of societies and clubs. 

The year saw further arrests and harassment of individuals for writing or possessing written materials which 
the government considered hostile. On June 14, 1997, six young men in detention for the previous fourteen months 
were found guilty by a State Security Court on charges of possessing leaflets that according to the Interior 
Ministry contained Afalse news and unfounded statements.@ They were sentenced to time already served plus fines 
of 200 Bahraini dinars (BD; approximately U.S.$530). In March 1997, Sayyid Jalal Alawi Sharaf, an engineer employed 
by the state telecommunications company, was arrested in a dawn raid on his home, and his home computer 
equipment was confiscated, reportedly on the grounds that he was transmitting information abroad via the 
Internet. He remained in detention without charge or trial as of early October. In February, Ali Hasan Yusif was 
dismissed from his job with the Ministry of Information and subsequently arrested and detained without charge for 
several months in connection with a volume of poems he had published, some of which referred in very general 
terms to conditions of censorship and oppression. Yasir al-Sayigh was detained for months without charge and 
beaten after a coworker had thrown a leaflet in his office wastebasket.   



The government also moved to prevent information about the situation in the country from reaching the outside 
world through the media. In late September 1996, Abbas Salman, a Bahraini reporter working for Reuters for nearly 
twenty years, was detained for more than twenty-four hours and interrogated about a story he had filed before 
being released without charge. In early 1997, the government issued a regulation restricting Bahraini journalists 
employed by local media from also working for the international press. The government was thus able to force 
Ismat    Moussawi, a reporter with Al-Ayyam, a daily close to the government, to cease her work as the BBC Arabic 
Service stringer, thus effectively stifling an important source of uncensored news for many Bahrainis.  

In June 1997 the government closed the office and expelled the correspondent of the German Press Agency 
(DPA), the last Western news agency with a bureau in Bahrain. The correspondent, Ute Meinel, told Human Rights 
Watch that her expulsion followed her eyewitness accounts of three days of intense clashes in the town of 
Sanabis in June, and dispatches regarding several unrelated cases of Bahrainis who had died after being beaten by 
security forces. On the night of June 24, she was summoned by a senior interior ministry official and interrogated 
about a recent dispatch. The next day she was shown a charge sheet accusing her of Aspreading lies, harming the 
welfare of the state, insulting the ruling family.@ Two days later, the Interior Ministry official told her that she 
would have to leave Bahrain immediately.  

In July 1997, ten leaders of the People=s Petition Committee prepared a letter to the amir, Shaikh Isa bin 
Salman, requesting a meeting to discuss political reform issues raised in a 1994 petition which the organizers 
claimed had been signed by 21,751 Bahrainis. These issues included restoring the partially-elected National Assembly, 
which was disbanded by decree in 1975, freeing political prisoners, and allowing the return of persons forcibly 
exiled by the government. An official in the prime minister=s office telephoned several committee members to warn 
them against delivering the letter. On July 29 a high Interior Ministry official summoned two of them, Ahmad al-
Shamlan, a defense lawyer and veteran opposition activist, and Ibrahim Kamal Eddin, a businessman, and warned them 
to cease their efforts. When the men declined, the official told al-Shamlan, who suffers from a heart ailment, to 
Athink of your health.@ The next day the official phoned al-Shamlan to say that he would not be allowed to leave 
for Europe that evening as planned for medical tests and a vacation.  Several hours later al-Shamlan suffered a 
serious stroke from which he had not recovered as of October 1997.  

The government provides virtually no information regarding numbers of persons arrested, tried, convicted, 
acquitted or released in political or security-related cases. The exception concerned the high-profile March 1997 
security court trials of fifty-nine Bahrainis whom the government charged in June 1996 with planning and 
carrying out acts of sabotage on behalf of AHizballah Bahrain-Military Wing.@ Thirty-six of the defendants were 
convicted and sentenced to prison terms ranging from three to fifteen years plus large fines, and twenty-three 
were acquitted. Based on information made available by Bahraini defense lawyers, Human Rights Watch estimates that 
at least 600 persons were taken into custody for political or security-related offenses over the past year, and 
at least seventy-one were convicted by state security courts. Bahraini lawyers told Human Rights Watch that the 
number of persons in prolonged detention without trial was around 1,500 in late September 1997Capproximately the 
same number as were being held a year earlierCand that beatings and other forms of physical abuse were 
commonly used to secure confessions and information.        

In late October 1996, the government signed an agreement with the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC), allowing that organization access to persons held for security-related offenses. There were reports that 
the ICRC had visited over one thousand detainees in more than twenty detention centers. In keeping with ICRC policy, 
its findings were communicated directly to the government and not announced publicly.  

During the year, three persons died in detention or very shortly after being released from detention, 
prompting allegations of medical neglect and mistreatment. Shaikh Ali al-Nachas, a blind cleric about fifty years 
old, had been imprisoned without charge or trial from January 1996 until February 1997, reportedly on grounds that 
his sermons were Apolitical.@ Shortly after his release he was rearrested on similar grounds, and died in custody 
on June 29. 



The death of al-Nachas followed the deaths in late May and early June of two young men, reportedly after 
beatings at the hands of security forces. Bashir Abdallah Ahmad Fadhil died following an assault by security forces 
in the village of Daih on May 18. According to the Bahrain Freedom Movement, an opposition organization, Fadhil 
was among some thirty persons beaten and arrested then, and two days later his body was returned to his family 
for burial. The government claimed he died of Anatural causes@ associated with his having been a drug addict. An 
independent journalist told Human Rights Watch that Fadhil=s history of addiction may have contributed to his death, 
but that witnesses saw him being beaten severely by security forces. On June 6, Abd al-Zahra Ibrahim Abdallah, 
twenty-seven, died after his arrest five days earlier during clashes with security forces in the village of Sanabis. 
The government claimed that Abdallah had been released from custody on June 3 and Alater died in a hospital from 
a blood disease.@ According to the Bahrain Freedom Movement, Abdallah was beaten at the time of his arrest and 
transferred to Salmaniyya hospital, where he died.  

The unrest has been marked by increased violence against persons and property. Independent journalists 
confirmed to Human Rights Watch that security forces, in suppressing gatherings deemed illegal, increasingly 
resorted to smashing automobiles and other property, including Shi>a assembly halls (ma=tams) and mosques. 
Protesters sabotaged power generators and attacked other public property as well as individual shops. There were 
arson attacks on stores and residences that killed six South Asian workers over the past year. No group or 
individuals claimed responsibility for any of these attacks. Three men who were sentenced to die in 1996 for their 
alleged role in a firebomb attack that killed seven foreign nationals remained in prison as of October 1997.  

The government routinely attributed attacks and the unrest generally to Iranian-backed Aterrorists,@ a term it 
applied to the opposition without distinction, including such groups as the London-based Bahrain Freedom 
Movement, which asserted that it is committed to a strategy of nonviolent civil resistance. On July 9 Shaikh Isa 
Qasim, a prominent opposition leader now living in Iran, condemned Aall the fires and sabotage that destroy 
properties and that cause death.@  

 
The Right to Monitor 

No local human rights organizations were permitted to operate in Bahrain, and the government continued to deny 
requests from international human rights organizations to conduct official visits. Over the past year, the 
government increased pressure on Bahraini defense lawyers to refrain from providing information about arrests 
and security court trials to the press, and threatened some lawyers with disbarment if they continued to do so. 
Close government monitoring of telephone, fax and Internet links made most Bahrainis afraid to discuss the 
situation with Human Rights Watch.  

The Bahrain Human Rights Organization (BHRO) and the Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in Bahrain 
(CDHRB), operating abroad, compiled information on detainees and other issues. In responding to questions from 
Human Rights Watch in March 1997, Bahrain=s ambassador in Washington, Dr. Muhammad Abdul-Ghaffar, charged that 
Athe BHRO is not a bona fide Human Rights Organization@ and that its director, Abdul-Hadi Abdallah al-Khawaja, Ais 
a trained terrorist and a fugitive from the 1981 failed armed coup.@ He provided no evidence for these allegations, 
and in a letter to Human Rights Watch al-Khawaja noted that he had flown back to Bahrain in February 1994 in an 
effort to return homeChardly the step of a fugitive from an armed coup attempt. At that time, according to a 
letter al-Khawaja submitted immediately afterwards to the U.N. Human Rights Center, the authorities interrogated 
him at the airport for eleven days about his human rights activities and finally denied him entry, but at no point 
mentioned the ambassador=s subsequent allegations about the attempted coup.  

Following the July publication of Human Rights Watch=s report Routine Abuse, Routine Denial: Civil Rights and 
the Political Crisis in Bahrain, Ambassador Abdul-Ghaffar wrote to Human Rights Watch that Athe majority of the 
information upon which the report has been based is neither credible nor accurate@ but provided no specifics. The 
ambassador continued, AThere is no deterioration of the human rights situation in Bahrain and the government has, 
through its legitimate police forces and the rule of law, dealt with the situation in an entirely fair, sensitive and 



proper manner balancing the requirements of public order and individual rights.@ 
 

The Role of the  

International Community 
 

United Nations 
The 49th Session of the United Nations Subcommission on Human Rights, meeting in Geneva in August, passed a 
resolution expressing Adeep concern about the alleged gross and systematic violations of human rights@ in Bahrain 
and urging the government Ato comply with international human rights standards and to ratify the international 
covenants on human rights and the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment.@ The resolution also requested the Commission on Human Rights to consider Bahrain=s human rights 
situation at its next session. Bahrain, in an unsuccessful effort to persuade some of the subcommission experts to 
vote against the resolution, offered to ratify the Convention Against Torture and to donate $100,000 to one of the 
working groups of the Subcommission. 

Bahrain was also cited for reported human rights violations in the reports of the special rapporteur on the 
independence of judges and lawyers (February 1997) and the special rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman 
or degrading treatment or punishment (January 1997). 

    
 The Arab World  
Bahrain=s government continued to enjoy the support of most Arab governments for its policies, and a number of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council states provided financial aid. No Arab government except Qatar (see below) publicly 
criticized any aspect of Bahrain=s human rights record. Algerian President Liamine Zeroual visited  Bahrain in mid-
October 1996, where he was quoted as saying, AThere will be coordination between Bahrain and Algeria to wipe out 
terrorism in the Arab world.@ In March 1997, Kuwaiti state security officials detained thirteen Bahraini nationals 
for Agathering donations without permission and distributing illegal literature,@ according to the Kuwaiti daily 
Al-Watan, and four remained in detention in early October 1997. In May 1997, the special operations commander of 
the Jordanian armed forces visited Bahrain, and the next month the director of Jordan=s General Intelligence 
Department led a delegation to Bahrain to discuss Aissues of common concern,@ according to the official Bahraini 
news agency. 

In December 1996, Bahrain announced it would try two Qatari nationals on charges of espionage in connection 
with a long-running dispute between Qatar and Bahrain over ownership of the uninhabited Hawar islands. Qatar 
charged that its two nationals had been tortured, which Bahrain denied. The two were convicted by the State 
Security Court on December 25, 1996, but were promptly pardoned by the amir. 

 
 European Union  
In September 1997 the European Parliament passed a resolution on human rights abuses in Bahrain, calling on the 
government to release political prisoners, to open negotiations with the opposition with a view to scheduling 
democratic elections, and to allow monitoring of human rights conditions by international and local organizations. 
The resolution also requested that the fifteen member states Arefrain from supplying arms or security support@ to 
Bahrain and Atake initiatives in order to obtain similar restraint at the international level until democratic 
conditions have been restored.@ 

The United Kingdom=s policy toward Bahrain was generally uncritical with regard to human rights, although the 
election of a Labour government in March did lead to some critical public remarks. Derek Fatchett, the new 
minister of state responsible for the Middle East, responding to questions on Bahrain in a parliamentary debate on 
June 3, stated that he had raised human rights concerns in a recent meeting with the Bahraini ambassador and 
urged the ambassador to invite AAmnesty International or any similar organization to be involved in monitoring the 



situation closely.@ Fatchett also characterized the Bahraini opposition based in London as Amoderate people with a 
moderate set of demands.@  

 
United States 
Bahrain serves as headquarters for the U.S. Fifth Fleet, comprising some fifteen warships and approximately 1,500 
on-shore U.S. military personnel and dependents. During the year the U.S. Air Force also deployed some twenty 
fighter aircraft and, for a time, several B-1 bombers in Bahrain as well, and U.S. and Bahraini forces conducted 
joint exercises. 

The State Department congressional presentation for Fiscal Year 1998 estimated that U.S. military sales would 
total U.S.$201.2 million, and that fiscal year 1997 sales were $78.8 million. In July the Department of Defense 
notified Congress of the intent to sell Bahrain twenty F-16 fighter jets at an estimated cost of $303 million. 
Under the Excess Defense Articles program, which allows for free or reduced-price transfers of Aexcess@ U.S. 
weapons inventory, the U.S. provided Bahrain with Hawk anti-aircraft missiles, howitzers, and a former U.S. Navy 
frigate. The Clinton administration also requested $175,000 in International Military Education and Training (IMET) 
funds for training Bahraini armed forces in fiscal 1998.  

Several high-level U.S. military officials visited Bahrain in the course of the year. In June Defense Secretary 
William Cohen delivered a letter from President Clinton to Shaikh Isa, the amir, inviting him to visit Washington 
later in the year. Secretary Cohen did not comment publicly on Bahrain=s internal security policies, confining his 
remarks to Bahrain=s military cooperation with the U.S. in the Persian Gulf.  

State Department officials avoided public comment on the human rights record of this close ally. In 
September, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, commenting during her visit to Saudi Arabia on the recent 
election of Muhammad Khatami as president of Iran, said that the U.S. would continue to support Athe UAE and 
Bahrain against Iranian intimidation,@ but made no mention of human rights in either country. The emphasis on 
security without regard for human rights was reaffirmed by President Clinton=s nominee as ambassador to Bahrain, 
Johnny Young, who in his Senate confirmation hearings in September stated, AThe United States supports fully the 
Government of Bahrain=s efforts to maintain order and stability in the face of periodic outbreaks of violence.@ 
Other than a pro forma qualification that Athis objective must be pursued in a manner consistent with 
international standards of human rights,@ Young avoided mention of the severely repressive situation inside the 
country. 

The Bahrain chapter in the Department of State=s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices in 1996 was 
comprehensive, but continued to understate the government=s hostility to human rights monitoring and made a point 
of denigrating gratuitously the human rights work of the BHRO and the CDHRB, commenting that they Areportedly 
receive funds from sources hostile to the government@ and Aare viewed by many local observers as espousing a 
political, rather than a purely human rights, agenda.@ 

 
 
 

Relevant Human Rights Watch Report: 
Routine Abuse, Routine Denial: Civil Rights and the Political Crisis in Bahrain, 6/97 
 
 

EGYPT 

 
Human Rights Developments 

Conflict continued in Egypt between institutions of civil society and the government; security forces and 
suspected Islamist militants; and Islamist activists and proponents of intellectual freedom and a secular state.  



Facing a new political challenge from the countryside in 1997, the government clamped down well in advance of 
the October implementation of sweeping changes in the rent and tenure system regulating agricultural land, 
pursuant to a reform law passed in 1992 and due to take effect after a five-year grace period. Citizens uninvolved 
in politics suffered torture and ill-treatment at police stations around the country, abuses to which criminal 
suspects and sometimes their male and female relatives fell victim. On the positive side, Egypt=s independent human 
rights community continued to flourish and new organizations were launched, despite the restrictive and much-
criticized 1964 law that regulates the formation and activities of nongovernmental  organizations (NGOs). Women=s 
rights groups actively campaigned against gender-based discrimination and female genital mutilation, a widespread 
practice in Egypt (see Women=s Rights Project).   

In February, the state of emergency was extended until May 31, 2000. Emergency law, in effect for almost 
thirty years except for an eighteen-month hiatus during the rule of Anwar Sadat, permits arrest and detention on 
the basis of suspicion or because individuals are considered a danger to security and public order; these powers 
continued to be widely abused.  Emergency law also provides the legal basis for trials of civilians in military 
courts and exceptional state security courts, whose verdicts cannot be appealed to higher tribunals as required by 
international law, and allows the retrial of defendants previously acquitted by security courts.  

The state maintained its strategy of undermining politically the long-banned but also long-tolerated Muslim 
Brotherhood, the most well-entrenched political group in the country. Prominent members were serving prison 
sentences of three to five years following military court trials in 1995 and 1996 in which they were prosecuted for 
peaceful political activities. These included elected leaders of professional associations and former members of 
parliament such as physician Eissam al-Erian and university professor Muhamed al-Sayed Habib. Other Muslim 
Brothers detained in 1997 for peaceful political activities included thirty-four men, teachers and engineers among 
them, who were arrested on August 9 for allegedly planning to recruit new members at Alexandria University. A 
prosecutor ordered their detention pending investigation for possession of  anti-government leaflets and 
membership in a Abanned organization@ whose goal is to seize power, according to legal sources cited by Agence 
France-Presse.  

The Interior Ministry claimed repeatedly in 1997 that it had vanquished Egypt=s armed Islamists, who are 
affiliated with Jihad, the Islamic Group, and other small, clandestine organizations. Interior Minister Gen. Hassan 
al-Alfi, in an interview with the weekly Rose al-Yusef (Cairo) published on April 21, said that political violence 
had been Areduced to limited random incidents.@ Violent incidents in 1997 included a series of attacks in Upper 
Egypt in February and March in which twenty-two villagers were killed by suspected militants who went 
unapprehended. Christians clearly appeared to be the intended targets, one of the patterns that has marked the 
bloodshed of the 1990s.    

In one such incident on February 12, four masked gunmen entered St. George Church in Fikriyah village near Abu 
Qurqas in Minya province, where a weekly youth meeting was in progress. According to the Cairo-based Egyptian 
Organization for Human Rights (EOHR), which interviewed eyewitnesses, three of the gunmen Aclosed the door and 
fired for some sixty to ninety seconds at a group of young people sitting on the left hand side of the hall.@ Eight 
 were killed and five wounded; they ranged in age from thirteen to twenty-six years old, and most were students. 
The assailants fled into nearby fields, killing a farmer en route. On February 14, the bodies of three CoptsCa 
sixty-year-old fisherman, his son, and a police officerCwere found in a field near Abu Qurqas. 

An unnamed Islamic Group official, quoted in the Arabic daily al-Hayat (London) on February 17, claimed 
responsibility for both attacks. Referring to the three men who were found dead, he said: AThe [Group] was 
convinced they were collaborating with the police.@ Regarding the slaughter in the church, he noted that Aour 
policy is not to kill Christians wherever they are, nor to attack places of worship, unless plots are being 
hatched there against Islam.@ 

 In a March 27 report, EOHR expressed alarm about unconfirmed reports that in Upper Egypt  Asecurity forces 
have trained popular militias in the use of weapons and assigned them to guard some public buildings, set up 



ambushes and search suspects.@ EOHR warned that a cycle of violence could be set in motion if the Interior 
Ministry used armed civilians as substitutes for or supplements to police and security forces. It stressed that the 
state was responsible for protecting citizens, and that the rule of law was best upheld if trained law 
enforcement officials were Asubject to supervision and accountability.@   

Armed militants, many of them wanted by authorities, were shot dead in security force operations, although few 
details were available about the circumstances of these killings. Between June and August, for example, at least 
twenty-three suspected militants, some reportedly senior leaders in the Islamic Group=s armed wing, were killed, 
according to information provided to the press by unnamed Egyptian security sources. This included a report in the 
semi-official daily al-Ahram (Cairo) on August 17 that thirteen Islamic Group militants had been killed in a major 
operation in the Minya region.  

In July, imprisoned founding members of Jihad and the Islamic Group appealed Ato all our brothers to halt 
military operations inside and outside the country.@  The highly publicized signed statement was read at the July 5 
opening session of a military court trial of over ninety civilians, including five women. The government was 
reportedly unresponsive to this call for a unilateral cease-fire, and it was not heeded by some cadres on the 
ground, as violence intensified. Suspected militants mounted several attacks in Upper Egypt, killing policemen and 
in some circumstances civilians. For example, on October 13, gunmen, some wearing police unifoms, killed nine 
policemen and two civilians in two separate but simultaneous operations near Abu Qurqas and Mallawi.The victims 
were forced out of cars at roadblocks and executed, some of them after being bound at their hands and feet. The 
Islamic Group later claimed responsibility for these attacks.  

Military and state security courts handed down death sentences against alleged militants convicted of acts of 
violence, bringing to eighty-two the number of death sentences issued by military courts since President Mubarak 
began referring civilians to these courts in 1992; of these, fifty-eight had been carried out as of October 22, 
according to Amnesty International. Criminal courts also sentenced men and women to death in 1997 for 
nonpolitical offenses. 

Thousands of suspected Islamist militants, as well as some of their defense lawyers and suspected supporters, 
remained detainedCwithout charge or awaiting trialC under grossly substandard conditions which caused or 
contributed to a number of deaths. In a  February report, EOHR documented wholly inadequate medical care, 
including the cases of twenty-five prisoners who died between 1994 and 1996, the majority of them in Wadi al-
Gedid, Liman Tora, Fayoum, and Wadi al-Natroun prisons, and thirty-two cases of seriously ill inmates whose poor 
health, EOHR said, merited release or transfer to specialized medical facilities. Among them were men in their 
twenties and thirties whose official causes of death had been noted as tuberculosis, heart or circulatory failure, 
and pneumonia. Prisoners in need of urgent medical attention included men suffering from cancer, partial 
paralysis, cardiac problems, tuberculosis, detached retinas,  and asthma.  

Shortly after the EOHR report=s release, two more political detainees died in prison apparently due to 
inadequate medical attention. One of them, Bekheit Abdel Rahman Salim, a thirty-eight-year-old teacher who was 
partially paralyzed and had severe bed sores on his buttocks, was seen by an EOHR representative in Tora Istiqbal 
prison on March 12, so weak Athat he was unable to speak and fainted during the visit.@ He was transferred 
shortly thereafter to Liman Tora prison hospital and then to a regular cell in Fayoum prison, where he died on 
March 26. 

Egyptian rights groups increased the focus in 1997 on the routine nature of  torture and ill-treatment in 
police stations. In a March report, EOHR stated that torture was Awidespread,@ and was used on suspects to coerce 
confessions and on their relatives to obtain information or force suspects to surrender to authorities. In one 
case, eighty-five-year-old Ahmed Abdel Halim al-Zeini was held for one week in Meit Ghamr station in Dakahliya, 
in Lower Egypt, for a minor offense, kicked in the genitals by an officer, and died in early June 1996 from what a 
June 3 forensic medical report said was injury to the testicles that led to cardiac arrest. EOHR=s report profiled 
the cases of fifty-seven citizens who were tortured in police custody between December 1993 and September 1996, 



twelve of whom died. It said the most common abuse  was cuffing victims= hands behind the back and suspending 
them Ain a slaughtered animal position,@ which Ais usually accompanied by beatings, punching or electric shocks.@  

These findings were reinforced by a report of the Nadim Center for the Management and Rehabilitation of 
Victims of Violence, another Cairo-based NGO. Nadim maintained, too, that torture by police was a nationwide 
phenomenon, and described various methods of torture that had been used on its clients including: beating with 
sticks and whips; kicking with boots; electric shocks; and suspension from one or both arms. Nadim noted that in 
all cases victims had been threatened, insulted and humiliated, and in some cases, particularly those involving 
women, victims had been stripped, exposed to Averbal and tactile sexual insults,@ and threatened with rape. 

Passions ran high in the countryside as grass-roots organizing proliferated in advance of  the implementation 
in October of the agricultural reform law (Law No. 96 of 1992) that lifted rent controls and protections against 
eviction put place during the Nasser era in the 1950s.  Protests, some of them violent, erupted nationwide. The 
independent, Cairo-based Land Center for Human Rights (LCHR) documented how security forces intervened to 
prevent conferences and meetings that had become increasingly popular mechanisms during the year for bringing 
together farmers to discuss concerns about the law. On May 14, for example, violence broke out when security 
forces forcibly dispersed participants at a peaceful conference in Nazlit al-Ashter village in Giza, near Cairo. 
On June 25, security forces prevented farmers in Saft al-Arafa village, south of Cairo, from holding a meeting, 
and twenty were arrested after the village farming cooperative was burned down. LCHR reported that 176 
conferences had been held on the land law since the beginning of the year through August 20; forty-three had 
been cancelled, and thirty-one people arrested. Authorities also arrested farmers after peaceful protest marches 
were dispersed. In one incident on August 4, sixty-three farmers were arrested in the Salihiya area of Ismailiya 
after police broke up their march. Farmers interviewed by Human Rights Watch in July said that security forces had 
also arrested local activists in advance of planned protest demonstrations and forced farmers to remove black 
flags that flew in symbolic opposition to the law.  

Authorities also targeted supporters of the farmers. For example, four activists were arrested on June 17, 
including journalist Hamdin Sabbahi, a prominent Nasserite. Prosecutors accused them  of  Apromoting ideas 
intended to incite a social class to use violence against other classes,@ Aacquiring printed materials prepared 
for distribution@ to further those ideas, and related charges. They were  detained until September 25. As of 
October 5, at least five other activists remained in detention, according to EOHR, along with some 182 of the 822 
farmers arrested during the year, according to LCHR. As of September 29, fifteen had been killed and 238 injured 
in rural unrest related to the land law since the beginning of the year.   

Freedom of expression, including press freedom, faced challenges during the year from several quarters. 
Scholars at al-Azhar, the state-funded university which has served as an authoritative center of Sunni Islamic 
scholarship for 1,000 years, continued to take actions that fueled a climate of intimidation and physical danger 
for Egyptian intellectuals.  For example, Dr. Hassan Hanafi, a professor of philosophy at Cairo University, was 
singled out as an apostate in an April 29  statement issued by Dr. Yehia Ismail, secretary general of the Azhar 
Scholars Front (ASF). He called for Dr. Hanafi=s expulsion from the university, and claimed that his work in Islamic 
studies Ascorned, mocked and derided every feature of the nation=s religion.@ The independent, Cairo-based Center 
for Human Rights Legal Aid (CHRLA), condemning initiatives of this sort in a press release it issued the next day, 
stated that Asuch allegations, coming from respected institutions such as al-Azhar, will be like a license for 
armed Islamic organizations to kill, especially in the current atmosphere where fanatical religious intolerance is 
rampant.@ 

A 1992 court sentence of one-year imprisonment for writer Ala= Hamed, because his novel The Bed was judged 
immoral pursuant to vaguely worded penal code provisions, was upheld on appeal on May 25. The court also 
supported the lower court=s order that the book be confiscated. Public prosecutors filed the original complaint 
against Hamed in 1991, charging that his book showed Adisrespect for religious clerics,@ and advocated Aimmorality@ 
and Asexual freedom.@ CHRLA, while acknowledging that the exercise of free expression should not conflict with 



the protection of public morals, pointed out that the penal code provisions used to prosecute Hamed were 
Aimprecise,@ and served to intimidate writers  and Acreate an atmosphere in which the exercise of freedom of 
opinion and expression becomes a risky adventure fraught with danger [of imprisonment.]@     

The government moved a step closer to its goal of controlling the content of sermons delivered in Egypt=s 
tens of thousands of private mosques. In December 1996, with the amendment of Law. No. 272 of 1959, parliament 
required mosque preachers to obtain permits from the Ministry of Awqaf (religious endowments) or face fines and 
possible one-month jail terms. Under the law, four-member committees (two representatives from the ministry and 
two from Al-Azhar) in each province were assigned the task of vetting applications. APreachers who have 
personal ambitions or seek popularity should not have a place in the propagation of Islam,@ said Awqaf minister 
Hamdi Zaqzug after the measure was passed. The minister reported in June 1997 that 15,000 permits had been issued. 

Outright censorship by authorities and criminal prosecution of journalists compromised press freedom for 
Egyptian and foreign newspapers alike. For example, in August the interior minister charged that the opposition 
biweekly al-Sha=b (Cairo) was Athe organ of the Moslem Brotherhood and the terrorists,@ adding that Aeverything 
that is printed in this newspaper is a lie.@ His complaint led to the initiation of legal proceedings that month 
against editor-in-chief Magdi Hussein and five other journalists for a series of allegedly libelous articles about 
corruption and abuse of power by the minister and his associates. The prosecutor general subsequently banned 
Egyptian and foreign media from any reporting about the lawsuit, and later ordered that al-Sha=b suspend 
publication of its next three issues because it had defied his ban. The trial against the Sha=b six began on October 
15, and the next session was set for November 10; the journalists faced up to three years in prison if convicted.  
   

 
Authorities also prevented the printing in Cairo of 5,000 copies of the September 17 issue of al-Hayat because 

a front-page article about the Halaib triangle, the long-disputed border area between Egypt and Sudan, was 
deemed biased. On September 14, two publishers and three editors with the weekly al-Jadida magazine and its 
parentCthe London-based, Saudi-owned al-Sharq al-Awsat dailyCwere convicted of libeling President Mubarak=s 
sons Ala= and Gamal for an article that was never published but had been advertised on May 27 in al-Sharq al-
Awsat, concerning the sons= alleged corrupt business practices. The five, tried in absentia, were fined, and 
sentenced to one-year prison terms. The Egyptian who wrote the unpublished article, Sayyed Abdel Ati, was fined 
and sentenced to six months in prison.  

  
The Right to Monitor 

The number of Egyptian human rights organizations continued to expand and gain increasing international exposure 
and recognition, but the government remained hostile to their wide-ranging work and members of leading 
organizations told Human Rights Watch that internal security agents continued to monitor closely their activities. 
 EOHR, which was founded in 1985,  continued its legal battle to have overturned the decision of the Ministry of 
Social Affairs denying it registration under the associations law (Law. No. 32 of 1964) on the grounds that there 
was another group carrying out similar work. EOHR maintained that Law No. 32 was an unconstitutional  
infringement on freedom of association and, along with other Egyptian NGOs, has long advocated its repeal. In the 
past, the law has been invoked to dissolve NGOs and seize their assets. The law constitutes unwarranted 
interference with free association by preventing openly functioning NGOs from securing legal status and 
unreasonably forcing these groups to operate under the constant threat of closure.     

A Human Rights Watch researcher was refused entry into Egypt on the night of June 19, despite the fact that 
Human Rights Watch had notified the Egyptian government well in advance of his visit. He was detained for ten 
hours at Cairo International Airport, refused permission to make any phone calls, and forcibly placed on the next 
return flight on June 20. Some Human Rights Watch publications were confiscated from his luggage. He was 
subsequently allowed to return to Egypt and conduct his research, although his movements and contacts were 



openly monitored by SSI officers in plainclothes.  
 

The Role of the  

International Community 
 

European Union 
Negotiations continued between the European Commission and the Egyptian government over the text of an Euro-
Mediterranean Association Agreement, similar to those already concluded with Israel, Tunisia and Morocco. Article 2 
of each agreement states that Arespect for human rights and democratic principles...constitute an essential 
element@ of the agreement. Egypt reportedly objected to having to accept an accompanying joint declaration, 
identical to one accompanying the Morocco agreement but not those with Israel and Tunisia, which specifies that 
breaches of the  Ahuman rights@ and Ademocratic principles@ conditionality  could  trigger suspension of the 
agreement. 

 
United States     
Egypt continued to enjoy a strong bilateral relationship with the U.S. in areas of trade, aid and military 
cooperation. As in past years, the Clinton administration also relied on Egyptian officials as intermediaries in 
ongoing negotiations between the Israeli government and the Palestinian Authority.  Egypt=s annual $2.1 billion 
package of U.S. aid, second only to Israel=s, included $1.3 billion in Foreign Military Financing and $815 million in 
economic support funds. Egypt was also a major market for U.S. products, importing some $3 billion annually. 

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright articulated the basis for the long-standing bilateral ties at a joint 
press conference following her September 13 meeting in Alexandria, Egypt, with President Mubarak. She said that 
the U.S.-Egyptian relationship Ahas grown in importance and scope every year,@ praised Egypt as Aa vital force 
for moderation in a region where violent extremists have inflicted enormous suffering,@ and added that Athe United 
States considers Egypt a valuable partner in the quest for peace and stability, especially in the Middle East and 
Gulf.@  Citing bilateral efforts Ato bring the peace process back to life,@ she said: AThe United States cannot 
forget that without Egypt there would have been no peace process; without Egypt there would have been no Camp 
David Accord, no Madrid Conference, no Oslo process, and no handshake on the White House lawn.@ The secretary 
omitted mention of human rights when identifying common interests of the two countriesCwhich she identified as 
Aa joint commitment to peace, security and development,@ and Aa rapidly increasing exchange of business people, 
students and tourists traveling back and forth between our two nations@Cand did not make references to human 
rights elsewhere in the text.    

The State Department, in its 1997 report AUnited States Policies in Support of Religious Freedom: Focus on 
Christians,@ stated that the U.S. embassy in Cairo Amaintains a continuous dialogue with the Government of Egypt on 
all human rights issues.@  More specific information about the nature and substance of this dialogue was not 
publicly disclosed. The U.S. embassy in Cairo told Human Rights Watch in September that the only high-level 
demarches during the year focused on female genital mutilation and religious persecution.  

 
 

IRAN 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The upset victory of Mohammad Khatami, a presidential candidate disfavored by much of the clerical establishment, 
changed the nature of the human rights debate in and about Iran. In May elections, Iranian voters gave Khatami more 
than twenty million votes compared to the seven million for Majles speaker Ali Akbar Nateq Nouri. Human rights 
discourse then turned on a new question: Would the new president have the power and the will to fulfill campaign 



promises to guarantee the rights of citizens and institutionalize the rule of law? 
The violations of human rights that continued in the months leading up to Khatami=s inauguration on August 3 

underlined the challenge facing him in this realm.  Executions after unfair trials proliferated, protesters were 
arbitrary detained, and religious minorities, government critics, and independent thinkers were targeted for 
persecution.  The authorities carried out mass arrests in response to popular unrest over economic problems in 
different parts of the country.  Elements within the government continued to tolerate or encourage the activities 
of violent religious zealots known as Partisans of the Party of God (Ansar-e Hezbollah or Hezbollahi), who 
continued to assault and intimidate writers and intellectuals, disrupt gatherings critical of government policies 
and carry out violent raids on the offices of magazines and newspapers with which they disagreed.  

The challenges facing Khatami were compounded by competition among centers of political power within the 
government.  While the presidency is accorded considerable power under the constitution, he is subordinate to 
leader of the Islamic Republic Ayatollah Khamene=i. In addition, Khatami=s predecessor as president, Hojatoleslam 
Rafsanjani, did not withdraw from the political scene.  He was appointed head of the Council for the Determination 
of Exigencies, a body with loosely defined power to determine policy Ain the best interests of society.@ Originally 
created in 1988 by Ayatollah Khomeini to override legislative gridlock between the parliament and the Council of 
Guardians, the Council for the Determination of Exigencies expanded its powers to take unilateral action on a 
number of occasions.  In addition to the competition between these three centers of executive power, the 
parliament (Majles) and the Council of Guardians also exercised powers under the constitution.  

The Council of Guardians, an appointed body responsible for upholding Islamic principles in government policy, 
vetted candidates wishing to run in the presidential elections.  In all, of the 238 candidates who sought to run, 
the council approved only four, all from the country=s clerical leadership. The council is charged, under the 
constitution, with assessing such factors as a candidate=s wisdom and piety. It is not required to give reasons for 
excluding candidates, and those rejected have no right of appeal. 

The constitution requires that the president be a Shi=a Muslim, thereby excluding the approximately 20 percent 
of the population who are Sunni Muslims or members of other religious minorities. Women are also ineligible to run 
for president. 

Khatami=s election campaign was itself disrupted by sometimes violent mobs of religious conservatives who 
created disturbances at rallies, shouting down speakers and beating those in attendance. Moreover, there were 
reports that hundreds of election workers were detained by elements within the security forces opposed to his 
platform. 

The government repeatedly showed its intolerance of public gatherings critical of its policies. Following the 
death in disputed circumstances on December 2, 1996 of a prominent Sunni cleric, Mollah Mohammed Rabi=i, in 
Kermanshah, the major city in the province of Kurdestan, security forces broke up his funeral procession, sparking 
three days of violent clashes between Sunnis and the security forces.  A police colonel was killed in these 
clashes.  Accounts of the number of civilians killed range from an official count of four to a claim by a Kurdish 
opposition group of scores of civilian deaths.  The demonstrators blamed the government for Mollah Rabi=i=s death. 

Even wholly peaceful memorial ceremonies to mark the anniversary of the death of the first prime minister of 
the Islamic Republic, Mehdi Bazargan, were banned or disrupted.  On January 31 a Hezbollahi-led group released 
ammonium chloride gas in a hall in Tehran where Bazargan=s supporters had gathered.  Attempts to hold similar 
gatherings in  Hamadan, Qazvin and Zanjan were blocked by security police. Javad Ghanbari, one of the organizers 
of the Zanjan memorial ceremony, wrote an open letter to the Iranian authorities protesting his detention and 
ill-treatment by the security forces, who he said shot at him when arresting him. 

On February 16, riot police broke up a protest by striking refinery workers outside the Oil Ministry in Tehran. 
The workers were protesting what they said was the government=s failure to make good on promises to provide pay 
raises, food coupons and housing loans for workers.  Detainees held after such incidents could be held indefinitely 
with no access to lawyers or family. While most were released quickly, some were held for longer periods and 



faced accusations of political offenses carrying heavy penalties.  It was reported by opposition sources inside and 
outside Iran    that four participants in the February oil workers demonstration were executed. Authorities did not 
release the names of those arrested or details of trials and sentences. 

On August 14 clashes between demonstrators and police were reported in Neyriz, east of Shiraz.  According to 
eyewitness reports    the clashes erupted when police broke up a peaceful demonstration over administrative 
redistricting and arrested    more than ninety demonstrators.  Dozens of the protesters suffered injuries. 

The government continued to make prominent announcements of the discovery of plots and espionage activities 
directed against it, thus seeking to discredit political criticism as hostile foreign interference. On January 16 
the security forces announced the arrest of six Aspies@ in west Azarbaijan province. On March 3 fifty people 
were arrested in Orumieh in Western Azarbaijan and  accused of espionage. On August 9, Mohammad Assadi, a 
seventy-year-old lawyer accused of involvement in a 1980 coup plot, was executed as a spy. Evidence cited in his 
trial included his having traveled to Israel before the 1979    revolution, when the two countries had diplomatic 
relations.... He had been in prison for four years. His execution just days after President Khatami=s inauguration was 
seen by many as an assertion of independence by the cleric-dominated judicial branch and a challenge to the new 
president=s vows to protect rights. In September Siavash Bayani, a former army colonel who served in the Iran-
Iraq war, was executed as an American spy.  He had returned to Iran in 1995 after living for several years in the 
United States. 

All espionage cases are tried before Revolutionary Courts, in which procedures fall far short of international 
standards for a fair trial.  Defendants are denied access to legal counsel and may be held indefinitely  
incommunicado in pre-trial detention.  Political offenders and accused drug traffickers are also tried before 
Revolutionary Courts.  Scores of persons convicted for drug trafficking were executed in 1997, many in public. 

Grand Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, the former designated successor to Ayatollah Khomeini as leader of the 
Islamic Republic, and several other senior Shi=ite clerical leaders in Qom and Mashhad, were constrained from 
expressing their views openly and subjected to restrictions on their movements and access to the outside world.  
Score of followers of clerical leaders critical of the government remained in prison, although the legal basis 
for their detention was not clear. 

On March 14 the parliament approved a ten-year extension of the Law of Hodoud and Qissas, originally 
approved for a five-year trial period.  The law provided for corporal punishments such as lashing and amputation 
as well as particularly cruel methods of execution like stoning.  In August, the Iranian press reported that 
Zoleykhah Kadkhoda, a twenty-year-old woman, survived an attempt to stone her to death after she was convicted 
of adultery in Boukan. She was buried in a ditch from the waist down and pelted with stones, but revived after 
being carried unconscious to the morgue. Judicial authorities were deciding whether to reimpose the penalty on 
her, according to the press reports.  

 
The banning of newspapers and magazines critical of the government and the prosecution of independent 

writers continued.  In January, Karamollah Tavahodi, a Kurdish writer in Mashhad, was arrested and sentenced to one 
year in prison because of official objections to the content of volume five of his Historical Movement of Kurds in 
Khorasan. 

On February 12, the 15 Khordad Foundation, an organization with close ties to the clerical leadership, 
announced an increase to U.S.$2.5 million in the reward for the murder of the British novelist Salman Rushdie. 
There was no official repudiation of this announcement, although President Rafsanjani did stress that the 
foundation was Anongovernmental,@ and that government policy remained Aunchanged.@ The government did not 
condemn the threats to Mr. Rushdie=s life stemming from the pronouncement by Ayatollah Khomeini that he should be 
killed for insulting Islam in his novel The Satanic Verses. 

Faraj Sarkouhi, the editor of Adineh magazine, was arrested in February on charges of attempting to leave the 
country illegally.  He was held for months without access to family members or his lawyer. Controversy surrounded 



his whereabouts during the six weeks preceding December 13, 1996, when Sarkouhi was presented at an unusual 
press conference at Tehran=s Mehrabad airport in an apparent attempt by the authorities to refute accusations 
that they had been holding him during this period.  At the press conference, Sarkouhi declared that he had been in 
Germany during this six-week period. This version of events was undermined by the publication abroad of a letter 
smuggled out of Iran in which Sarkouhi claimed that he was the victim of an elaborate plot orchestrated by the 
authorities, who had held him in detention during the period in question.  In the letter, he claimed that throughout 
this period he had been subjected to interrogation and torture.  In June, 1997 authorities announced that Sarkouhi 
was on trial for espionage, an offense that carried the death penalty.  They seemed at the time to be seeking to 
use Sarkouhi as a bargaining chip with Germany following the May verdict of a Berlin court implicating the 
Iranian government in the killing of four of its political opponents in Berlin in 1992.  The German authorities 
appeared to corroborate Sarkouhi=s version of events by stating that he had not entered the country in late 1996 
and that the German entry visa stamped in his passport appeared to be forged.  In September, after the case had 
attracted concern internationally, it was reported that Sarkouhi had been sentenced to one year of imprisonment 
for circulating harmful propaganda, a charge that had not been mentioned prior to his trial.  Although the 
sentence was unexpectedly light in view of the original espionage charge, the fact remains that Sarkouhi was the 
victim of arbitrary detention and unfair trial simply for exercising his right to peaceful expression.  He was 
denied access to his lawyer, and his trial took place in secret, in violation of international standards. 

Cases in addition to that of Sarkouhi cast a long shadow over the freedom of editors and writers throughout 
the year.  In January, Professor Ahmad Tafazzoli of Tehran University was found dead in Punak, a suburb northwest 
of Tehran.  He was known to have contacts with many Iranian academics working abroad, and many of his colleagues 
believed that    the authorities were behind his death.  While the precise circumstances remained unclear, Tafazzoli=s 
death created a climate of fear at the university and discouraged criticism of the government. 

In February, Ebrahim Zalzadeh, publisher of the independent magazine Mayar, Adisappeared.@  His body was 
discovered in the Tehran morgue on March 29. Members of his family accused the authorities of responsibility for his 
death. Zalzadeh was one of eight writers and publishers who had offered to share in the punishment of Abbas 
Maroufi, editor of Gardoun magazine, who was sentenced to receive twenty-five lashes in February 1996 for writing 
an article critical of the government. 

In April, Mohammad Sadegh Javadi-Hessar, the editor of Tous magazine, was convicted of Acausing public 
confusion.@ He was banned from journalism for ten years and fined the equivalent of U.S. $1,000 for an article 
critical of higher education policy.   

The program presented by President Khatami promised a brighter future for freedom of expression. Ata=ollah 
Mohajerani, his nominee for the key post of minister of culture and Islamic guidance, told the Iranian parliament 
prior to his confirmation, AI am in favor of cultural tolerance....We must create a climate in the Islamic Republic 
in which individuals will be able to express their views on various issues.@ He also    condemned the activities of the 
Ansar-e Hezbollah, stating, AWe must ultimately decide whether we are going to live under a system of law and 
order or not.@ 

However, in an indication that writers= problems continued after Khatami=s election, Hezbollahi militants 
ransacked the offices of Iran-e Farda magazine in August.  Although no action was taken against the 
perpetrators, the Ministry of Islamic Guidance issued an unprecedented condemnation of the attack, stating,AThis 
kind of action will lead to anarchy....All protests against the contents of a publication must be done through 
legal channels and in a rational manner.@  In September, the editor of Iran News, an English-language daily, 
Morteza Firouzi    was arrested, following publication of articles advocating the release of foreign nationals held in 
Iranian prisons. He remained in detention and was accused of being a United States spy. 

Iran=s constitution provides only qualified commitments to the principle of non-discrimination on the basis of 
religion or ethnic identity. In practice, discrimination is widespread and institutionalized, and, in the case of 
Baha=is and evangelical Christians, amounts to outright persecution.  In February, death sentences against Musa 



Talebi and Zabihollah Mahrami, two Baha=is convicted as spies by Revolutionary Courts, were approved by the Supreme 
Court. Allegations of espionage for Israel were often used by the government as a pretext for persecuting 
Baha=is. The headquarters of the Baha=i World Community was situated in Haifa, in Israel. 

The Martyr Qudusi Judicial Center in Tehran, which handles prosecutions for dress code violations, issued new 
guidelines in February providing that women who wore a Athin or short scarf@ or who otherwise violated the 
requirement to cover the hair and the back of the neck, would be subjected to fines, prison terms of up to three 
months, or up to seventy-four lashes. Security forces carried out mass arrests of violators of dress and other 
moral codes.  For example, in December 1996 police in north Tehran announced the arrest of 130 young people who 
had participated in mixed-gender parties in private houses. 

 
The Right to Monitor 

There were no independent nongovernmental human rights organizations operating inside the country, although 
several semi-official organizations published mild criticism of government policies, indicating a slight opening in 
the public human rights debate. The government denied access to all independent international human rights 
organizations that applied to conduct field research, including Human Rights Watch.  In June Human Rights Watch 
asked to send an observer to attend the trial of Faraj Sarkouhi but this too was denied. Maurice Copithorne, the 
U.N. special representative on the human rights situation in Iran, applied unsuccessfully to visit the country during 
1997. 

Government critic Habibullah Peyman was denied permission to attend an International environmental 
conference in Germany in February.  Abbas Amir-Entezam, a former deputy prime minister who was sentenced to 
life imprisonment in 1979, continued to speak out on human rights issues after he was released from prison.  His 
movements continued to be restricted, and the authorities made clear that charges of espionage on which he had 
been convicted still stood.  Prominent philosopher Abdol Karim Soroush, who speaks openly about the need for  
respect of basic freedoms, was denied permission to travel to numerous international conferences to which he had 
been invited after his return to Iran in April.  His speaking and teaching in Iran was curtailed by threats from 
Hezbollahi mobs.   

 
The Role of the 

 International Community 
 

United Nations 
 Maurice Copithorne, the U.N. special representative on the human rights situation in Iran, submitted his third report 
to the Commission on Human Rights in April, concluding that Aviolations of generally accepted human rights norms 
are occurring in Iran and that in some cases, by act of commission or omission, the government must be 
responsible for them.@ 

In April, the commission again condemned Iran for gross and systematic violations of human rights. The 
resolution emphasized government involvement in the killing of dissidents abroad and the continuing threats to the 
life of Salman Rushdie. 

 
European Union 
The European Union (E.U.) officially suspended its policy of Acritical dialogue@ with the Iranian government in 
April, following the verdict of a German court holding Athe Iranian political leadership@ responsible for the 
murder of Sadeq Sharifkandi, the leader of the Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran, an armed opposition group, and 
three companions in Berlin=s Mykonos restaurant in 1992. While E.U. member states, with the exception of Greece, 
withdrew their ambassadors from Tehran, European leaders showed no eagerness to recast their relations with 
Tehran over the Mykonos verdict or other human rights issues.   



Human rights was one area of Iranian policy that the Acritical dialogue@ explicitly aimed to improve. But 
commercial interests remained paramount both before and after the dialogue was suspended, and there was little 
evidence of European initiatives on human rights. German Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel made clear that for Germany 
there would be    Ano economic sanctions and no severing of relations.@        Following the election of Khatami as 
president, the E.U. reportedly initiated discussions with Tehran regarding the possible return of their ambassadors.  

 
In July, the French government announced that it would insure a $500 million export loan provided to Iran by 

a French bank. In September, the French oil company Total announced a $2 billion dollar investment, in 
partnership with a Russian and a Malaysian firm, in the development of the Iranian offshore gas industry. The 
French company had the explicit support of its government and the E.U. in its decision to invest. 

 
United States 
The U.S. had no diplomatic relations with Iran, and maintained unilateral sanctions imposed in 1995 because of what 
the Clinton administration termed Iranian policies of Asupporting international terrorism,@and Apursuing the 
creation of weapons of mass destruction.@ The Iranian government continued to deny these accusations. 

The E.U. decision to suspend Acritical dialogue@ and the election of President Khatami were conducive to 
narrowing the gap between U.S. and E.U. policy toward Iran. While the E.U. signaled displeasure with Iran after the 
Mykonos verdict, prominent voices in the U.S. advocated reevaluating its call for multilateral economic sanctions 
against Iran in light of evidence that they had won scant international support and had achieved little in the 
areas of policy that the sanctions had been designed to change,  including human rights.  At the June summit of 
the group of eight industrialized countries in Denver, the U.S., Russia, Japan, Canada and the major European 
powers were able to agree on common language Anoting with interest@ the election results and the Aconstructive 
role@ of Iran in U.N. peace efforts in Tajikistan.  These rare positive comments on Iran were coupled with a call 
for the Iranian government, Ato respect the human rights of all Iranian citizens and to renounce the use of 
terrorism, including against Iranian citizens living abroad.@ 

In June in a speech to the National Arab-American Association in Washington, D.C., Acting Assistant 
Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs David Welch reiterated the five areas, including Alack of respect for 
international standards of human rights,@ in which the U.S. is demanding progress as a condition for improved 
relations. Welch welcomed Athe sign that Iran will permit democratic expression,@ and noted that the U.S. Awill 
continue to work with our allies to bring our approaches on Iran closer together.@ Also in June, appearing at a 
press conference with British Prime Minister Tony Blair, President Clinton referred to Khatami=s election as 
Ainteresting and hopeful.@  On September 30, with reference to the French oil company Total=s decision to lead a 
multi-billion dollar investment project in Iran despite U.S. sanctions, State Department spokesperson James Rubin 
said that Washington might forego moves to impose penalties on Total if France agreed to increase pressure on 
Iran to halt what he referred to as its support of terrorism and its accumulation of weapons of mass destruction. 
Many in the U.S. Congress, however, opposed any relaxation of the U.S. embargo of Iran. On July 23, for instance, 
222 members of the House of Representatives wrote to President Clinton urging that sanctions against Iran be 
toughened. 

The Iran chapter in the State Department=s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1996 was generally 
accurate and comprehensive.  But throughout the year human rights took a back seat to other issues in 
Washington=s relations with Iran, including Iran=s opposition to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and concern 
that Iran was developing a mid-range ballistic missile capacity. 

 
Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 
IranCReligious and Ethnic Minorities: Discrimination in Law and Practice, 9/97 
IranCLeaving Human Rights Behind: The Context of the Presidential Elections, 5/97 



 
 

 

 

 

IRAQ AND IRAQI KURDISTAN 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The government of Iraq continued to engage in a broad range of gross human rights abuses, including mass 
arrests, summary executions, extrajudicial executions with no pretense of due process, and Adisappearances.@  
Armed Kurdish political parties and Iraqi security forces continued to be implicated in abuses in the portions of 
northern Iraq under Kurdish control. In May, Turkey launched a major military campaign against bases of the 
Workers Party of Kurdistan (PKK, see chapter on Turkey) in northern Iraq, adding to the large numbers displaced by 
ongoing fighting among armed Kurdish political parties in that region.  Iranian airstrikes against an Iraqi-based 
Iranian opposition group reportedly resulted in civilian injuries. 

The United Nations maintained its economic sanctions against Iraq, now in their eighth year.  The implementation 
of U.N. Resolution 986 allowed Iraq to sell limited amounts of oil and use the revenues to purchase goods to meet 
humanitarian needs. These goods began arriving in March, but malnutrition and shortages of medicines and spare 
parts for sanitary infrastructure continued to cause hardship among the Iraqi people. 

 
Human Rights Developments in Government-Controlled Iraq 
Opposition groups in exile reported mass arrests and summary executions, many in conjunction with the December 
12, 1996 attempted assassination of President Saddam Hussein=s son Uday.  For example, the Tehran-based Supreme 
Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI) and the Amman-based Iraqi National Accord (INA) both reported 
arrests of between 600 and 2000 people in the period immediately after the assassination attempt. The London-
based Worker Communist Party of Iraq reported mass executions during February and March of 250 prisoners with 
life sentences or suspended death sentences at Abu Ghraib prison. These and similar reports were difficult to 
verify due to Iraq=s tight controls on travel, free expression and contacts with foreigners (see below). 

Press freedom and freedom of expression and belief remained severely constrained. Iraq=s main media outlets 
were government-owned, and foreign newspapers and magazines were banned.  In April the government increased 
the punishments for ownership of satellite dishes, which have been banned since 1994.  The new penalties 
reportedly included the confiscation of all household furniture, a 1 million dinar fine (approximately U.S. $660 at 
black market rates), and imprisonment.  As in previous years, the government interfered with Shi>a religious 
observances in Karbala.  In June Iraqi forces set up roadblocks outside the city, turning back some Shi>a pilgrims 
making the annual walk to the tomb of Imam Husayn. Some Shi>a opposition groups also reported clashes between 
pilgrims and security forces resulting in many arrests. 

Despite repeated inquiries by the U.N. Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, the Iraqi 
government failed to clarify the fate of over 16,000 individuals reported Adisappeared@ in Iraq.  These cases are in 
addition to those of over 600 persons reported Adisappeared@ during the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 

Kurdish and Turkomen families reportedly continued to be forced to leave the economically and strategically 
important Kirkuk and Khanaqin areas as part of what observers have described as a policy of Arabization in these 
areas. It is impossible to verify exact numbers, but U.N. sources involved in food distribution in northern Iraq said 
at least 500 families displaced from their homes during the first six months of 1997 had registered in areas under 
their supervision.  Those displaced suffered delays in obtaining rations, because they had to reregister in a new 
district.  Some were reportedly unwilling to do for fear of undermining their claim to residence in their home 
districts. 



The U.N. Security Council kept in place economic sanctions against Iraq, which were originally imposed in 
response to Iraq=s 1990 invasion of Kuwait.  The sanctions block all Iraqi exports, freeze Iraqi assets abroad, and 
thereby constrain Iraq=s ability to pay for goods to meet the population=s basic needs, which are excepted on 
humanitarian grounds from the prohibition of exports to Iraq. The sanctions have contributed since 1990 to a massive 
public health crisis marked by malnutrition and increasing levels of infant mortality.  Resolution 687 (1991) 
conditioned the lifting of this embargo on a determination by the Security Council that the Iraqi government had 
complied with demands made in that resolution, including the destruction of its chemical, biological, and nuclear 
weapons programs and the payment of reparations to Kuwait. In late October Iraq ordered U.S. members of the U.N. 
Special Commission=s arms inspection team to leave the country, and barred other U.S. team members from entering 
Iraq. 

Security Council resolution 986 (1995) allowed the sale of U.S.$2 billion in oil during a 180-day period, but 
implementation did not begin until December 1996.  Resolution 986 allowed Iraq to use $1.3 billion of the oil 
proceeds to purchase humanitarian supplies, including $260 million in supplies for Kurdish-controlled northern 
Iraq, which was administered separately. Although the sale of Iraqi oil proceeded relatively smoothly, the purchase 
and distribution inside Iraq of the humanitarian goods were delayed by disputes over distribution plans, monitoring, 
and processing of contracts.  The first shipments did not begin to reach Iraq until March and the first shipment 
of medical supplies did not arrive until May.  Iraq suspend oil exports from mid-June to mid-August in protest of 
the ongoing delays.  The Iraqi government increased ration amounts for some foodstuffs after the arrival of food 
shipments.  However, with only a small number of U.N. monitors allowed into Iraq it was difficult to determine if 
distribution was equitable, and whether the quantities of humanitarian supplies reaching the Iraqi people were 
sufficient to produce significant health improvements.   After a week-long visit to Iraq in May, Yasushi Akashi, 
the head of the U.N. Department of Humanitarian Affairs, said that he and his team of experts saw Aclear evidence 
of prevailing humanitarian suffering which is unmistakable.@  Resolution 986 was renewed for an additional six-
month period in June 1997. 

In September Iranian planes bombed bases of the People=s Mojahedine Organization, an Iranian opposition group 
based in Iraq. The group reported that bombs destroyed Mojahedine buildings in Kut and Jalula in southern Iraq, and 
injured civilians in residential areas of Jalula.   

 
Human Rights Developments in Iraqi Kurdistan 
Iraq continued to station ground forces along the border of the Kurdish-controlled region created in the north of 
the country.  The region was located within the Ano-fly zone@ imposed on Iraq in the aftermath of the Gulf War 
and Iraq=s brutal suppression of an uprising by Kurds and Shiites in March 1991.  The zone=s airspace was policed by 
the U.S. and the U.K. from Turkish bases. Iraqi military forces briefly returned to the region in 1996 at the 
invitation of Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) forces in fighting against rival Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) 
forces and they reportedly engaged in arbitrary arrests and executions of dozens of opponents of the Iraqi 
government and the KDP at that time.  Although Iraq quickly withdrew its uniformed forces after the 1996 invasion, 
it is reported to have significantly expanded its security presence in areas under KDP control, and in late 1996 
the U.S. conducted a mass evacuation of  Kurdish and Iraqi personnel who had been employed by the U.S. or U.S. 
funded humanitarian agencies because of fear for their safety.  In January Iraq announced a month-long amnesty 
for AIraqis who committed the crime of giving information or communicating with foreign sides,@which may have 
been intended to apply to the thousands who had been in contact with foreigners prior to August 1996.  In previous 
government amnesties individuals who turned themselves in were latter arrested and in some cases executed. 

Despite ongoing efforts by the U.S., Turkey and Iran to broker a cease-fire, fighting among rival Kurdish 
political parties continued throughout the year, with clashes between the KDP and the PUK causing significant 
displacement of civilians.  Both parties have been implicated in a wide array of abuses, including arbitrary arrest 
of suspected political opponents; torture and ill-treatment of detainees; evictions of supporters of rival parties, 



and extrajudicial executions of dissident political activists.  The KDP alleged PUK responsibility for the 
assassination of its officials Sirwan Nawroli (January), and Mouhiddin Rahim (March), and the attempted 
assassination of  KDP governor of Irbil Francois Hariri (February).  The PUK denied the charges, and alleged the 
KDP arbitrarily detained its civilian supporters and indiscriminately shelled civilian areas.  In April the two 
parties reportedly exchanged 131 prisoners of war as part of an agreement signed in October 1996. 

In May thousands of Turkish forces launched a major offensive against the Workers Party of Kurdistan (PKK), 
which had bases in northern Iraq. Turkey had launched similar invasions in previous years.  The KDP=s forces 
supported the Turkish offensive and some reports linked the KDP to executions of PKK members and civilian 
supporters, especially in Irbil.  On June 15  Turkey announced a partial troop withdrawal, but then launched a 
second major incursion in late September. In October the PUK alleged that Turkish air and artillery support for 
KDP attacks on PUK positions resulted in civilian casualties. According to journalists, both the KDP and Turkey 
have restricted access to the border region since the beginning of the invasion. 

Fighting  among Kurdish parties and between Turkish and Kurdish forces aggravated an already serious problem 
of internally displaced people. The U.N. Center for Human Settlement estimated that Amore than one third of the 
population [of the three northern governorates] . . . are internally displaced persons,@ of whom over 500,000 are 
in need of assistance.  Many have been expelled from their homes in northern Iraq because of presumed support for 
rival Kurdish parties, while others fled north after Iraq expelled them from their homes in the Kirkuk and Khanaqin 
areas (see above). The U.N. High Commission for Refugees= decision in January to close the Atroush camp on the 
Iraqi/Turkish border uprooted once again that camp=s population of  approximately 14,000 Turkish Kurdish refugees. 

 
The Right to Monitor 

No human rights organizations functioned in government-controlled Iraq.  The August 1996 return of Iraqi security 
forces to portions of northern Iraq under KDP control resulted in the closure of the few small, predominantly 
Kurdish human rights organizations that had functioned in northern Iraq, as activists either fled the region or 
were unable to work openly out of fear of retaliation by Iraqi security agents. 

The government continued to refuse to grant a visa to the U.N. special rapporteur on Iraq, and to reject 
repeated requests by the U.N. Commission on Human Rights to station human rights monitors on its territory.  Iraq 
allowed U.N. monitors access to northern and government-controlled Iraq, but they were few in numbers and their 
mandate was strictly limited to observing and reporting on the implementation of Resolution 986 (1995). Iraq 
imposed severe penalties for unauthorized contact with foreigners, adding to a climate of fear that discouraged 
citizens from reporting abuses to international human rights organizations or foreign reporters.  

In February Iraq announced that it was willing to allow the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to 
visit political prisoners in Iraq, but as of early November agreement on such visits had not been reached. 

 
The Role of the  

International Community 
 

European Union 
The European Union (E.U) is the largest provider of humanitarian assistance to Iraq.  European Commissioner for 
Humanitarian Affairs, Fisheries and Consumer Policy Emma Bonino said in August that she had returned from her trip 
to Iraq Awith a number of doubts@ about the embargo, noting that Awe have still not found the most effective way 
of combating a dictatorship.@ While Bonino said that she did not Afeel able to say the suffering of the population 
today is due to the embargo@ alone, she described the humanitarian situation she observed as Aserious, especially in 
the center and south of the country.@  AThe >food= aspect [of Resolution 986]  is being fulfilled in Kurdistan as 
well as in Iraq. However the medicine side of the contract has been delayed significantly,@ and the sanitation 
infrastructure program Ahas not yet begun,@ she said.   



In July the European Parliament adopted a joint resolution demanding an immediate withdrawal of Turkish 
troops from northern Iraq and calling upon the PUK and KDP to resolve their differences in a peaceful fashion. 

 
United States 
The U.S., in conjunction with Turkey and the U.K., continued to police a Ano-fly@ zone in northern Iraq, while 
maintaining a similar zone in southern Iraq in conjunction with the U.K. and Saudi Arabia. France ended its 
participation in policing the northern no-fly zone in December 1996. The northern zone was designed to provide 
its predominantly Kurdish population with protection from Iraqi air attacks and to discourage Iraqi ground attacks. 
 However, it did not prevent Turkish ground and air strikes against PKK bases in northern Iraq.   

Turkey supplied bases for the Ano-fly@ zone patrols, and the U.S. worked closely with Turkey in efforts to 
negotiate a cease-fire between the KDP and the PUK, sending U.S. diplomats into northern Iraq via Turkey for 
meetings with KDP and PUK leaders.  The U.S. declined to express reservations regarding Turkey=s invasion of 
northern Iraq, with State Department spokesman Nicholas Burns saying on June 12, ATurkey=s an ally, and we have 
no reason to question the need for an incursion across the border.@  The U.S. did condemn Iran=s September 
airstrike against Mojahedine bases in southern Iraq, and State Department spokesman James Rubin said the U.S. 
would take Awhatever action necessary@ to prevent both Iraqi and Iranian entry into the no-fly zone.  

The U.S. continued to strongly support U.N. sanctions against Iraq and to deny any responsibility for the 
humanitarian costs of the embargo.  In September Under Secretary of State Thomas Pickering denied allegations by 
Iraq and some Security Council members that the U.S. was delaying delivery of humanitarian goods, saying AIt is the 
Iraqi regime which continues to bear the responsibility for the suffering of its people.  It is the Iraqi regime 
which cynically causes delays in the distribution of humanitarian goods by refusing to sell oil for two months.@ 

 
 

ISRAELI- 

OCCUPIED WEST BANK AND GAZA STRIP 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The Palestinian Authority (PA), established in 1994 pursuant to the Oslo Accords, exercised authority over internal 
security and other spheres in those areas of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in which the vast majority of 
Palestinians resided. Israeli military authorities continued to exercise direct authority over a minority of West Bank 
Palestinians, mostly those living outside the major cities. Israeli civilian authorities exercised authority over 
Palestinians living in Israeli-annexed East Jerusalem. In addition, Israel exercised extensive control over the 
freedom of movement of all West Bank and Gaza Palestinians, and over those rights that depended on it.  

Tension remained high throughout the year. In March, the PA suspended talks with Israel in protest over Israeli 
settlement construction in annexed East Jerusalem. A series of deadly bombings were carried out inside Israel and 
claimed by the Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas). Israel, in a crippling act of collective punishment against 
more than 1.5 million Palestinians, imposed the tightest restrictions since the Gulf War on the movement of people 
and goods in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 

On March 21, a Palestinian suicide bomber killed three Israelis in a cafe in Tel Aviv. A second suicide bombing 
occurred in the West Jerusalem Mahane Yehuda market on July 30, killing fourteen in addition to the bombers. A 
third suicide attack, in a West Jerusalem street mall on September 4, killed five passersby and wounded more than 
150.  

Israel=s response to the attacks included a tightening of the existing closure of the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip. It blocked the flow of goods and of Palestinians into and out of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and also 
between the Palestinian-controlled cities of the West Bank. Thus, most West Bank Palestinians except Jerusalem 
residents were confined to their home towns, regardless of whether they worked or had pressing business 



elsewhere. Although the official policy was to exempt from the restrictions relief supplies, ambulances, medical 
professionals and patients, there were numerous reports of their being delayed or turned back at military 
checkpoints, and of hospitals struggling with reduced staffs. According to hospitals and local human rights 
organizations, including the Ramallah-based Al-Haq, two Palestinians died after encountering long delays at 
checkpoints while en route to hospitals. 

The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) gradually eased its internal closure of the West Bank after September 14, but 
kept in place the general closure, in effect since March 1993, which barred Palestinians who lacked hard-to-
obtain Israeli permits from entering or transiting through Israel or East Jerusalem. In addition to impairing 
economic activity, permit denials disrupted family life for the thousands of families whose members lived in 
different parts of the territories, prevented over one thousand Gazans from reaching the West Bank universities 
in which they were enrolled, and kept worshippers from the holy sites in Jerusalem, to list but a few of the 
obstacles created. 

Israeli authorities claimed the closure was a justified security measure intended both to assist the 
investigation of the bombings and to prevent future attacks, and that during closures Aevery effort is made to 
ensure that normal life for the Palestinians should continue as far as is possible.@ In fact, few official 
mechanisms functioned efficiently and responsively to mitigate the hardships. Despite its stated security grounds, 
the closure amounted to an act of collective punishment because of its imposition in an indiscriminate fashion on 
an entire population. 

According to local human rights groups, such as the Palestinian Society for the Protection of Human Rights 
and the Environment (LAWE), there were at least 500 Palestinians in administrative detention held in jails within 
Israel at the end of October, some 200 of them detained since the July 30 bombing. Administrative detainees were 
held without charge or trial for renewable periods of up to six months each and were denied their right to a 
meaningful appeal. The Israeli human rights group B=Tselem, in a May 1997 report, reported that since the signing 
of the Israeli-PLO accords, Israel had administratively detained Palestinians for longer periods than previously, 
with over half of the detainees having had their orders extended at least once. The longest-held administrative 
detainee, Ahmed Qatamesh, entered his sixth year in custody without charge. 

The Israeli General Security Service (GSS) continued to torture while interrogating Palestinian security 
detainees. The standard methods involved a prolonged regimen of confinement in painful and unnatural positions, 
hooding, exposure to incessantly loud noise, sleep deprivation, and in some cases, vigorous shaking of the head back 
and forth during questioning. Israeli authorities did not deny using these methods, but stated that they were 
carefully regulated to ensure that physical pressure remained Amoderate@ and never amounted to torture. Virtually 
all human rights organizations and the U.N. Committee against Torture (see below) insisted that these practices, 
used in combination and over time, constituted torture. 

The Israeli Supreme Court continued to abstain from ruling whether GSS interrogation methods violated 
domestic or international law. During 1996 and 1997 it ruled against Palestinians under interrogation who 
petitioned the court to bar the use of physical force against them. In those cases in which the GSS contested the 
petition, the court accepted its arguments that intensive interrogation was required to obtain from the detainees 
crucial and urgent information affecting Israeli security. The court merely warned that GSS interrogators were 
bound by Israeli lawCwhich prohibits Athe use of force or violence@ during interrogationCwithout commenting on 
the tension between this law on the one hand and, on the other, the GSS internal guidelines permitting the use of 
Amoderate physical pressure@ and the physical methods being consistently alleged by the petitioners. 

Violent clashes continued to erupt between Palestinian stoneCand bottleCthrowers and Israeli soldiers, 
notably in the Hebron area. Although the security forces relied more on rubber-coated bullets than in previous 
years, they killed fourteen Palestinians between January and July, according to B=Tselem, and inflicted many 
serious injuries, including loss of eyesight, by firing these bullets at close range. 

Israel stepped up the bulldozing of houses built or expanded without permits in East Jerusalem and the West 



Bank, demolishing more than one hundred houses, according to local human rights groups.  While Israel asserted 
that it was merely enforcing building codes, the fact that the demolitions surged after the July suicide bombing 
gave a blatantly political coloring to the practice. Shlomo Dror, spokesman for the Israeli civil authority in the 
occupied territories, alluded to this in September. AWe had delayed [demolitions],@ he said, Ato try to give some 
chance to the negotiations between us and the Palestinians and to try to stop tension between us.@ After the 
July attack, Aeverything changed, all the reasons we had before did not exist anymore.@  

Many Palestinians built without permits because Israeli authorities in the West Bank and the Jerusalem 
municipality rarely issued permits to Palestinians seeking to construct or enlarge their homes. Jewish homeowners 
with the same aspirations were granted permits more easily and with extremely rare exceptions, did not risk the 
razing of their property if found to have built without a permit. 

Israel also continued its policy of collective punishment by demolishing the family homes of militants 
suspected of killing Israelis, even when the militant was himself already dead. At least four family residences 
were destroyed on these grounds during 1997.        In July, Israel=s parliament gave its initial approval to 
a draft law limiting the right of Palestinians to seek compensation for wrongful injury or death caused by Israeli 
soldiers. The legislation would disqualify most suits by unduly broadening the definition of Acombat 
activity@Csituations for which no compensation could be soughtCand by exempting from consideration injuries that 
are not serious and permanent. If enacted, this bill would eviscerate what has been one of the few means of 
holding the Israeli army accountable for abuses: civil suits in Israeli courts. 

Since 1996, the right of East Jerusalem Palestinians to reside in their native city came under direct threat 
from a policy apparently designed to further Israel=s objective of limiting the Palestinian population of the 
contested city. These 170,000 Palestinians had overwhelmingly elected not to accept citizenship after Israel 
annexed the eastern portion of the city. Israel classified these Palestinians as Apermanent residents@ of Israel. 
This status was subject to revocation, whether or not a person was born in the city, if the Interior Ministry 
determined that he or she had established a primary residence elsewhere. Over 1,000 adults had lost their right to 
legal residence since 1996, and with them, several times that number of dependents. They also lost their health 
insurance and social benefits, and risked being barred from reentry if they ever ventured out of the city. The 
appeals process placed the burden of proof on the residents to show through written documentation that 
Jerusalem remained their Acenter of life.@ Meanwhile, Israel did not subject to the same scrutiny and tests the 
status of Jewish Jerusalem residents who were not citizens. The Interior Minister declared his determination to 
continue the policy in spite of a promise by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu early in 1997 to review it. 

 
The Palestinian Authority  

The Palestinian Authority (PA) failed during 1997 to institutionalize important safeguards against patterns of 
human rights abuses that included arbitrary detentions without charge or trial, sometimes without disclosing the 
detainee=s whereabouts; mistreatment of detainees under interrogation; and persecution of those who criticized or 
challenged the authorities. The PA continued to refer cases to the State Security Court, where defendants received 
almost none of the basic due process rights. The preeminent forum for airing human rights issues remained the 
Palestinian Legislative Council, but its influence was diminished by the dismissive attitude of the executive branch 
toward its activities and resolutions.  

In August, Palestinian human rights groups, including LAWE,  estimated the total number of detainees being 
held by the PA without charge or trial at between 200 and 300. The following month, at least eighty suspected 
Hamas activists were rounded up and held without charge, following Israeli and U.S. pressure for a crackdown in 
the wake of the September 4 bombing in Jerusalem. 

The independent Palestinian Human Rights Monitoring Group (PHRMG) issued a report on May 27 alleging Awide-
spread@ torture of detainees under interrogation, based on a study of forty-two West Bank and Gaza residents who 
underwent interrogation since 1996. The report stated that, according to their testimony, Aall suspects were 



beaten, over half with the aid of a weapon or while tied in a painful position.@ Nine were either subjected to 
immersion in cold water or exposed to cold weather or burns from cigarettes or other hot objects, PHRMG 
reported. 

One of the five suspicious deaths in custody between January and September resulted in a criminal trial by 
the time this report went to press. A military court was convened one day after the June 30 death of Nasser Abed 
Radwan from blows to the head.  It sentenced three officers to death and three others to prison terms. As in 
other cases that caused an uproar, the announcement of a trial, conviction and sentencing so quickly after the 
death suggested an effort by the authorities above all to mollify critics, with little regard for ensuring that the 
defendants enjoyed their rights in court. None of the death penalties handed down by Palestinian courts had been 
carried out as of this writing. 

There were some gestures by the PA in response to human rights criticism. In July, Fayez abu Rahmeh was named 
to replace Attorney General Khaled al-Qidra, who had gained notoriety for ordering the arrest of several critics 
of the PA and other measures that undermined the rule of law. And on July 1, Police Chief Ghazi Jabali warned the 
security services to curtail abuses and violence among their ranks.  AWe will not be tolerant of anyone, no 
matter what their rank, if there is a complaint about him from a citizen who was beaten,@ he announced in 
advertisements in Palestinian newspapers in which he urged people to voice their complaints. 

Soon after becoming attorney general, Abu Rahmeh promised to examine the cases of some 180 detainees that he 
said were being held without charge or trial, and to try or release them Aas soon as possible.@  But after he 
ordered the release of ten detainees for lack of evidence on August 15, Palestinian security forces promptly 
rearrested the men. 

At least three men reputed to have sold land to Israelis were murdered in circumstances that strongly 
suggested official tolerance if not involvement in the killing. They were killed shortly after the PA announced in 
early May that it would seek the death penalty for Palestinians convicted of selling land to Jews, pursuant to 
Jordanian law, which remains in effect in the West Bank. Justice Minister Freih Abu Medein made inflammatory 
statements at the time that seemed to give a green light to violence against suspected land dealers. For example, 
after the May 9 murder of land dealer Farid Bashiti, Abu Medein told the press, AAs I have said before, expect the 
unexpected for these matters because nobody from this moment will accept any traitor who sells his land to 
Israelis.@  The PA made no arrests in any of the killings.  

After two years in which newspapers were confiscated and journalists threatened and arrested, the local 
Palestinian press generally avoided direct criticism of President Arafat, although criticism within certain limits 
of lower PA officials was tolerated. While public dissent was not systematically suppressed, critics of the PA 
continued to be at risk of arrest. Gazan lawyer Jameel Salameh was detained on April 26 in connection with an 
article he wrote that compared the PA unfavorably with the government of Israel in its handling of corruption. He 
was released after one week without charge. On July 2, Palestinian Preventive Security forces arrested Fathi 
Subuh, a professor of education at al-Azhar University in Gaza, shortly after he had given his students an 
examination containing a question on corruption at the university and within the PA.  The official claim that 
Asecurity reasons@ were behind the arrest was undermined when security forces confiscated the students= 
examination booklets from his home.  Subuh was allowed no contact with his family or lawyer for more than a 
month. Petitions to secure his release from detention in October, at which time he had still not been charged, 
were rejected by the Palestinian High Court of Justice on the grounds that the case was before the State 
Security Court and therefore beyond its jurisdiction, according to the Gaza-based Palestinian Centre for Human 
Rights.  

 In the face of PA intimidation of critics, the Palestinian Legislative Council was the preeminent forum for 
debating and exposing issues of human rights and corruption. When live coverage of the council=s stations proved 
popular among West Bank viewers, the PA responded by jamming the signal and detaining Daoud Kuttab, the 
journalist responsible for arranging the broadcasts. Kuttab was released on May 27 after one week in detention 



without charge. Although the PA had not, as of early November, permitted the resumption of extensive live coverage 
of the council=s sessions, the West Bank=s local television stations continued to offer talk and call-in shows 
that provided a lively contrast to the staid PA-controlled station. 

 
The Right to Monitor 

Israel permitted human rights organizations to collect and disseminate information in the areas under its control. 
However, closures kept human rights workers, like other Palestinians who did not hold Jerusalem identity cards, 
from moving freely among regions within the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Palestinian lawyers were frequently 
unable to reach clients in jails inside Israel. 

On July 27, Israel renewed for six months the administrative detention of Sha=wan Jabarin, fieldwork 
coordinator at Al-Haq. He has been held off and on for a total of nearly five years since 1989, all of that time 
without charge or trial. 

The PA allowed human rights organizations to operate in the territory under its jurisdiction. For a variety of 
reasons, including pressure on those who publicly criticized the PA, some of these groups opted for tactics other 
than public denunciation to make known their concerns about PA practices. 

On October 26, Palestinian security forces arrested Khaled Amayreh, a journalist and human rights activist, 
after he published a report on the torture of Hamas detainees in a PA center near Hebron. Amayreh said later that 
he was held for almost two days and verbally abused by Jibril Rajoub, head of the Preventive Security Service in 
the West Bank. He was released without charge. 

The PA continued to deny to rights groups regular access to prisons, although ad hoc visits were granted to 
lawyers and human rights workers in their individual capacities.  The human rights group LAWE stated on October 
20 that the head of General Intelligence in the West Bank, responsible for detainees under investigation, had 
barred its staff from any visits to prisons under its authority. LAWE linked the move to its exposure of torture by 
Palestinian security forces. 

 
The Role of the  

International Community 
 

United Nations 
The U.N. Committee Against Torture, on May 7, 1997, following its review of Israel=s report of February 17, found that 
Israel=s methods of interrogation, as documented by human rights organizations, Aconstitute torture as defined in 
article 1 of the Convention.@ The committee recommended that methods that are in conflict with the Convention 
Acease immediately@ and urged Israel to incorporate the Convention=s provisions into domestic law. In its report, 
Israel did not dispute the charges made by human rights organizations but instead defended the use of Aa moderate 
degree of pressure, including physical pressure,@ during interrogation of Adangerous terrorists who represent a 
grave threat.@  

 
European Union 
In December 1996, the Council of Ministers cited Israel=s commitment under the Euro-Mediterranean Association 
Agreement Ato promote compliance with the basic norms of democracy, including respect for human rights and the 
rule of law.@ The E.U.-Israel Association Agreement was ratified by most E.U. member states during 1996-1997. 
Ireland, Netherlands, Denmark and the United Kingdom added ministerial statements or parliamentary resolutions 
that underscored the human rights dimension of the agreement, in some cases stating that the persistence of 
abuses such as torture would place Israel in violation of the agreement.  

The European Union was the largest single donor to the PA. By 1996 it had provided the PA with U.S.$404 
million, and pledged to provide an additional $63 million annually until 1998. In 1997 a preliminary agreement was 



reached that would promote trade cooperation and development of the PA areas and pave the way for a Euro-
Mediterranean Association Agreement. According to press reports, when President Arafat came to Brussels to 
sign the interim agreement, E.U. officials cautioned him that the agreement could be jeopardized by a persistent 
pattern of human rights abuses. 

 
United States 
Israel remained the largest recipient of U.S. bilateral aid, with over $3 billion in economic and military 
assistance. As in past years, there were no indications that the U.S. was prepared to link continued aid to 
curtailing human rights abuses. 

The U.S. remained the principal third party in the Israeli-PLO negotiations. With that process stalemated 
during much of the year amid mutual recriminations, the Clinton administration publicly pressured the PA to crack 
down on Hamas and Islamic Jihad. It also broke its customary silence on Israeli abuses on a few occasions when it 
believed that Israeli practices were complicating the negotiations. Settlement construction was the most frequent 
but not the only human rights topic mentioned. During Secretary of State Madeleine Albright=s first visit to the 
region in September, she called on President Arafat to fight harder against terrorism while urging Israel to take 
a Atime out@ on settlement construction, ease its blockade of the PA-controlled areas, and refrain from Aland 
confiscations, home demolitions and confiscation of I.D.s.@ It was probably the strongest public statement on human 
rights uttered in Israel by a U.S. secretary of state in several years. While such public demarches were infrequent, 
diplomats at the Tel Aviv embassy and Jerusalem consulate actively followed human rights developments throughout 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip and made numerous demarches both with the Israeli and Palestinian authorities. 

U.S. policy toward the PA was dominated by pressure on the PA to act decisively against anti-Israeli violence, 
one of Israel=s conditions for continuing the negotiating process. U.S. pressure was often applied in a manner 
that, in light of the past record of the PA, condoned arbitrary arrests and other abuses in the name of 
containing anti-Israeli violence. For example, on August 5, Secretary Albright told reporters, AWhat we would 
like is as robust a reaction to the terrorists as [Arafat] took in March 1996, where he undertook a series of very 
specific steps to deal with the terrorist threat,@ an apparent reference to the roundup of several hundred 
suspected Islamists who were then held without charge or trial, and the summary closure of charitable 
organizations affiliated with Hamas and Islamic Jihad. The U.S. applauded when the PA began rounding up suspected 
Hamas activists in SeptemberCagain, without charges being filedCand closing Hamas-affiliated charitable 
organizations. State Department spokesman James Foley said on September 8, AWe think any step in the direction 
of an active, relentless effort to dismantle the security infrastructure [of the extremist groups] in the 
territories under the Palestinian Authority=s control is a positive step....@ 

Following the failed assassination attempt by Israeli intelligence agents of Khaled Meshal, a Hamas official in 
Amman, Jordan, the U.S. obliquely criticized the Israeli operation while urging the PA to continue its crackdown 
on that organization. Referring to the Hamas institutions the PA shut down as having supported Athe terrorist 
infrastructure that we=re trying to eliminate,@ State Department spokesman James Rubin said on October 6,  A We 
want them shut down. Those people who support them ought to be arrested and ought to stay in jail.@    

When the PA committed abuses that fell outside the context of the fight against anti-Israel violenceCsuch as 
by jailing secular critics and journalists, and when a detainee died under suspicious circumstancesCthe U.S. was 
more willing to speak out and make demarches. The U.S. took a strong public stance over the arrest of 
Palestinian-American journalist Daoud Kuttab. And following the death of detainee Yousef al-Baba in February, 
U.S. Consul in Jerusalem Edward Abington declared, AToo many Palestinians have died while in [PA] custody. 
Palestinians must not suffer at the hands of other Palestinians. Those who break the law must be held 
accountable.@ He also told Reuters, ASecurity is important but it can=t come at the cost of human rights,@ a 
laudable maxim that did not characterize U.S. policy overall toward the PA during 1997. 

The U.S. provided an annual $100 million to the West Bank and Gaza Strip, most of it toward programs 



administered by U.S. Agency for International Development (AID). The self-described goals of AID programs 
included strengthening democracy and civil society and increasing the flow and diversity of information to 
citizens. One recipient was the project to provide live televised coverage of the sessions of the Palestinian 
Legislative Council (see above). In August 1997, U.S. assistance to the self-ruled areas was held up following 
Congress=s failure to re-certify, within a deadline provided by legislation, that the PA was doing enough to curb 
anti-Israeli violence. 

 
Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 

IsraelCWithout Status or Protection: Lebanese Detainees in Israel, 10/97 
Israel/Lebanon: AOperation Grapes of Wrath,@ 9/97 
Palestinian Self-Rule Areas: Human Rights under the Palestinian Authority, 9/97 
IsraelCLegislating Impunity: The Draft Law to Halt Palestinian Tort Claims, 7/97 
 

 
SAUDI ARABIA 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The government of Saudi Arabia, an absolute monarchy, continued to violate a broad array of civil and political 
rights, allowing no criticism of the government, no political parties, nor any other potential challenges to its 
system of government. The use of arbitrary arrest and incommunicado detention, torture, and corporal and capital 
punishment was common in both political and common criminal cases, and the judicial system failed to provide the 
most basic fair trial guarantees. 

Women faced institutionalized discrimination affecting their freedom of movement and association and their 
right to equality in employment and education. . . .  Muslim religious practices deemed heterodox by government-
appointed Islamic scholars, and all non-Muslim religious practices, were banned and subject to criminal 
prosecution....  Labor organizing and collective bargaining were also illegal.  Saudi labor law gives employers 
tremendous control over foreign workers= freedom of movement, control that was often used to force workers to 
accept oppressive labor conditions or forgo legitimate claims to compensation.  Labor protections did not extend 
to domestic workers, and labor courts rarely enforced the few protections provided by law, such as when workers 
sought to have the terms of their contracts honored. 

Saudi law granted the king broad powers to appoint and dismiss judges and create special courts, 
undermining judicial independence.  Detainees had no right to legal counsel, to examine witnesses, or to call 
witnesses in their own defense. The law also allowed for unlimited pre-trial detention, and conviction on the 
basis of uncorroborated confessions. Article 4 of the Basic Law of 1992 waived, for cases of  Acrimes involving 
national security,@ the few protections Saudi law did offer detainees. In this article, these crimes are so broadly 
defined as potentially to extend to nonviolent opposition to the government.  

The Saudi government has not published or disseminated a penal code, code of criminal procedure, or code of 
judicial procedure. Only a limited number of laws existed in published form. Principles of Islamic law were subject 
to reinterpretation by government-appointed religious leaders.        Judges enjoyed broad discretion in determining 
which witnesses would be called to testify, and in defining criminal offenses and setting their punishments. These 
factors encouraged arbitrariness in sentencing and allowed great scope for manipulation of the justice system by 
well-connected interested parties.  

The case of >Abd al-Karim al-Naqshabandi, a Syrian worker executed on witchcraft charges in December 1996, 
illustrated how defendants= rights were violated and decisions regarding arrest, trial and sentencing were 
vulnerable to outside intervention.  According to al-Naqshabandi=s written testimony, he was arrested in 1994 at 
the behest of his employer, a nephew of King Fahd. The primary evidence against him appears to have been his 



alleged possession of religious amulets.  Denied access to a lawyer and physically abused in police custody, al-
Naqshabandi signed a confession that he attempted to retract during the trial.  Although he provided names of 
twenty-three individuals who could have given testimony on his behalf, the judge called only prosecution witnesses. 
Friends and family members who visited al-Naqshabandi in prison three days before his execution said that he had no 
knowledge he had even been convicted, and his family only learned of his execution when they read about it in the 
newspaper.  As of October his body had not been returned to his family for burial, despite an official request 
from the Syrian embassy. The case was featured in a Human Rights Watch report issued in October. 

Two British nurses employed in Riyadh who were charged with murdering an Australian colleague    were, in a 
highly unusual development, allowed access to legal counsel during their trial.  British consular officials also 
received permission to attend the hearings.  Deborah Parry and Lucille McLauchlan both attempted to withdraw 
confessions obtained from them, saying they confessed under duress after being subjected to psychological, 
physical and sexual abuse during their interrogation. Their lawyers reported that they were not allowed adequate 
opportunity to review the prosecution case or to submit evidence, and charged that Aall they [the judges] looked 
at were the two confessions, which had been retracted.  Never once did they examine how flimsy and circumstantial 
the evidence is.@ Verdicts were apparently reached in August but lawyers for McLauchlan were only notified of the 
sentence of 500 lashes and eight years imprisonment in late September.  Parry was believed to be facing a death 
sentence but as of late October her sentence had not been announced.  A death penalty in a murder case can be 
commuted if the victim=s family agrees to commutation in exchange for compensation, and on October 15 the 
victim=s brother agreed to the commutation in exchange for U.S.$1.2 million.  Both Parry and McLauchlan=s 
sentences must undergo additional review, and may be reduced in light of the settlement. 

In January a group of nineteen Pakistanis, including seven children, were arrested on drug smuggling charges 
on their arrival in Jeddah.  Drug smuggling carries a death sentence in Saudi Arabia.  In August Saudi ambassador 
to Pakistan Asad Abdul Aziz al-Zuhair denied press reports that he had promised Pakistani officials that the 
children would be returned to Pakistan, saying that Athe case is before the court and [the children] may be 
released afterwards.@  Islamic law sets puberty as the age of criminal responsibility, raising the possibility that 
at least one of the older children, a thirteen-year-old girl, could be convicted.  Although Saudi Arabia in 1996 
ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which prohibits sentences of capital punishment or life 
imprisonment for minors, it entered formal reservations exempting itself from the obligation to comply with Aall 
such articles as are in conflict with the provisions of Islamic law.@ 

Shi>a citizens of Saudi Arabia faced widespread government discrimination, including unequal access to social 
services, education, and government jobs, especially those in the national security sector.  The government rarely 
permitted private construction of Shi>a mosques or community centers, and even books on Shi>ism were banned.  In 
its 1996/97 annual report, the al-Haramain Islamic Information Center, a London-based Shi>a organization,  published 
the text of a December 1996 court ruling against Mohammad Hussayn Mohammad al-Tawil and >Abdullah >Ali Hassan 
al-Jatil on charges of bringing 1,313 Shi>a religious books into Saudi Arabia from Kuwait.  Describing the books as 
constituting Aa definition of the doctrine of this corrupt sect,@ the judge sentenced Al-Tawil to one year in 
prison and 240 lashes, and al-Jatil to eighteen months in prison    and 300 lashes. 

Widespread arrests of Shi>a suspected of political activities continued throughout 1997, and were especially 
frequent in Eastern province, where the majority of Shi>a reside.  A number of those arrested were Shi>a clerics, 
including Hassan Muhammad al-Nimr, who was arrested on March 25. Individuals in custody were frequently subject 
to threats and abuse during interrogation, according to Shi>a organizations in exile. In December 1996 Al-Haramain 
reported the death in police custody of twenty-one-year-old Haytham >Ali Bahr, apparently as a result of torture. 
 Human Rights Watch received reports that at least two other individuals were hospitalized as a result of torture 
in police custody during 1997. 

The government owned all domestic radio and television stations, and exerted tremendous influence over other 
domestic and international media outlets.  Several important foreign-based print and broadcasting media were 



owned by members of the Saudi royal family or their associates, and according to the Committee To Protect 
Journalists, the domestic media was subject to close supervision by the king, who had to approve senior staffing 
decisions. Foreign publications were often censored or banned. In January the Egyptian literary magazine Akhbar 
al-adab was banned, apparently because its cover featured a drawing of Jesus.  A May issue of al-Hayat 
newspaper containing an interview with Osama bin Ladin, an exiled Saudi financier known for backing radical 
Islamic groups, was confiscated before reaching newsstands. 

Saudi Arabia=s accession in September to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD) and the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment was undercut by the formal reservations it registered. The government exempted itself from the 
obligation to implement CERD provisions it deemed Ain contradiction with the Shari`a,@ and rejected Article 22=s 
provision allowing any State Party to bring disputes over interpretation or application of the convention to the 
International Court of Justice. Its reservation to the Convention against Torture rejected the provision of Article 
3, which forbids turning over a person to another state where he or she may be at risk of torture, and Article 
20, which provides a mechanism for monitoring and reporting on patterns of torture.  Saudi Arabia has on several 
occasions deported or extradited individuals to countries where they were at risk of torture. 

In July King Fahd expanded the all-male Consultative (Shura) Council from sixty to ninety members, including 
two Shi>a members.  The first appointments to the council, in 1993, included only one Shi>a member, although the 
Shi>a community is believed to comprise about 10 percent of the Saudi population.  The council is an appointed 
advisory body with no legislative functions.  Its meetings are closed to the public and members are forbidden to 
take any documents relating to the council=s work out of the council offices. 

 
The Right to Monitor 

Saudi controls on information and its harsh suppression of freedom of conscience and expression made it 
impossible for human rights organizations to operate in Saudi Arabia.  Government monitoring of telephone and 
mail communications made Saudis reluctant to comment on human rights conditions there, and even those who lived 
abroad often requested  anonymity when providing human rights information, so as to avoid reprisals against 
themselves or their families. 

No international human rights organization has received authorization to conduct a mission to Saudi Arabia for 
several years.  In 1995 Human Rights Watch received a verbal invitation to visit the country from Prince Bandar, the 
Saudi ambassador to the U.S., but subsequent inquiries to follow up on the invitation have gone unanswered.  

Foreign journalists needed visas to enter Saudi Arabia and were often refused access.   
 
 
 
 
 

The Role of the 

International Community 
 

United Kingdom 
Saudi Arabia remained a major U.K. trading partner and market for arms exports.  British firms were in 
competition for arms contracts worth several billion dollars. Secretary of State Robin Cook announced in July 
that the new Labour Party government policy would reflect a commitment to human rights, and promised a review 
of British arms sales and military training assistance programs to ensure that they were consistent with human 
rights objectives.  As of October the results of such a review had not been made public. 

British courts in May allowed three domestic workers, all Philippines nationals, to sue their employers, one of 



whom belonged to the Saudi royal family, for physical abuse, forced confinement, and breach of contract.  The 
abuses allegedly were suffered both in Saudi Arabia and when they were brought to work for the couple in London. 
British law since 1980 allowed foreigners to bring domestic staff with them to Britain on the condition that these 
workers not change jobs while in Britain, a condition that forced some workers to submit to abuse or accept 
deportation. Geraldine Juralbal and Josephine and Slordeliza Mabanta had contested their employers= arguments 
that the case should be heard in Saudi Arabia, saying they would not be able to get a fair hearing in Saudi Arabia 
and they would be at risk if they were returned there. Lawyers for the women expected the case to go to trial in 
early 1998.  In August Immigration Minister Mike O=Brian said that he was Avery concerned by repeated allegations 
of ill-treatment of domestic workers allowed temporary entry into Britain to work for their foreign employer,@ 
and promised that Athe Government intends to tackle this.@  

In September Secretary Cook broke a long British tradition of Aquiet diplomacy,@ to publicly denounce the 
sentence of 500 lashes against British citizen Lucille McLauchlan (see above), calling it Awholly unacceptable in 
the modern world.@  

 
United States 
Saudi Arabia continued to enjoy close relations with the U.S. in a strategic partnership.  It provided a major 
market for U.S. arms and civilian goods, a base for over 5,000 U.S. troops and for U.S. planes patrolling the Ano-
fly zone@ in southern Iraq, and remained a major force in the oil industry. In 1996 U.S. exports to Saudi Arabia 
reached U.S.$7.31 billion, while Saudi petroleum exports to the U.S. totaled U.S. $8.16 billion.   

Although the State Department=s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1996 provided a fairly 
comprehensive overview of the range of human rights abuses in Saudi Arabia, such criticisms seemed to have little 
or no impact on U.S. policy, and public statements on Saudi Arabia throughout the year rarely included human 
rights concerns.  One exception was the issue of religious freedom, which was the subject of congressional 
hearings and proposed legislation providing for sanctions against governments engaged in religious persecution. 
Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor John Shattuck said in January, AWe have 
been very concerned and have raised both privately and publicly the issue of freedom of religion and particularly 
the question of free exercise of religion by United States personnel when they are in Saudi Arabia . . . I think our 
engagement on this subject is very important in terms of presenting a climate in which individuals from overseas 
are able to practice their faiths.@  At his confirmation hearing in September, however, Wyche Fowler, the new U.S. 
ambassador to Saudi Arabia, raised the issue of that country=s prohibition against Christian worship, but he made no 
criticism of Saudi policy and appeared to dismiss it as a matter of concern. AThe strong emphasis that is placed 
on the privacy of the individual=s home,@ Fowler stated, allowed Amany Americans [to] express their religious faith 
privately or in the company of close friends and associates. In fact, many Americans have developed personal 
networks that allow them to exercise their faith in a manner which they find personally satisfactory.@ And the 
U.S. took no public stance during the year in defense of the rights of Saudi or other non-U.S. nationals who were 
discriminated against because of their religious beliefs, including the indigenous Shi>a minority.  

Saudi Arabia=s human rights record may have been cited by U.S. Justice Department officials in efforts to gain 
custody of Shi>a dissident Hani >Abd al-Rahim al-Sayegh after his arrest in Canada.  After transiting the U.S. al-
Sayegh had sought asylum in Canada, where he was arrested in March, apparently on the basis of Saudi reports 
implicating him in the June 1996 al-Khobar bombing that killed nineteen U.S. soldiers. Al-Sayegh did not contest 
Canada=s decision to return him to the U.S. in June, after seeking guarantees that he would not be refouled to 
Saudi Arabia.  Al-Sayegh=s lawyer alleged the American authorities threatened al-Sayegh with return to Saudi 
Arabia if he refused to plead guilty to charges that he participated in planning an attack prior to the al-Khobar 
bombing that was not carried out.  On his return he pleaded not guilty. The U.S. moved to dismiss the case for lack 
of evidence in September, and said it would  Arespond appropriately@ to Saudi requests for extradition. In a letter 
to Attorney General Janet Reno, Human Rights Watch voiced concern about the U.S.=s alleged use of a credible fear 



of torture and severe mistreatment to pressure al-Sayegh, and warned that the extradition of al-Sayegh to Saudi 
Arabia would violate the U.S.=s obligation as a party to the Convention against Torture to refrain from extraditing 
persons to a country where they would be at risk of torture. The Justice Department responded on October 18 that 
A[a]uthorities in both this Department and the State Department are cognizant of their responsibilities relating 
to human rights issues, and such issues will be carefully evaluated in the event the point is reached at which they 
are pertinent.@ The letter also stated that al-Sayegh Ahas not been subjected to coercion by U.S. authorities.@ 

 
 
 
 

Relevant Human Rights Watch report: 
Saudi Arabia CFlawed Justice: The Execution of >Abd al-Karim Mara>i al-Nashquabandi, 10/97 

 
 

SYRIA 

 
Human Rights Developments 

The dual legacy of decades of one-party rule and state repression continued to cripple independent political life 
in Syria. With emergency law in effect since 1963, peaceful political expression and association criminalized, and 
all independent institutions of civil society long ago dismantled, citizens were unable to exercise basic civil and 
political rights guaranteed under international human rights law. The government-controlled print and broadcast 
media and the quadrennially elected parliament provided no opportunities for independent or opposition voices to 
be heard. Hundreds of members of unauthorized political opposition groups, imprisoned in the 1980s for nonviolent  
activities, languished in prison. Many of these long-term detainees, university students at the time of their arrest, 
were only sentenced in the mid-1990s by the Supreme State Security Court in proceedings that did not meet 
international fair-trial standards.  Barring amnesties, some of these political prisoners, serving terms as long 
as fifteen years, will not be eligible for release until 2002.   

The absence of freedom of expression and association made systematic and timely monitoring of information 
about human rights developments virtually impossible.The families of victims of human rights abuse often dared not 
provide detailed information to human rights organizations, consent to publicize cases internationally, or even 
grant permission to raise individual cases with Syrian authorities. This remained the norm not only for past abuses, 
but for violations  that occurred in 1997.   

One family in Aleppo, for example, suffered a Adisappearance@ in silence for almost twenty years. Their son, 
whose name Human Rights Watch was asked not to disclose, was detained in late 1979, when he was a university 
student in his twenties. He was held for the first six months in a prison in Aleppo, then transferred to Damascus. 
From that time, the family had no further information concerning his whereabouts and did not know if he was dead 
or alive. Despite the time that had passed, the family in 1997 remained afraid to publicize the case for fear of 
retribution by state agents against family members in Aleppo. In a recent case, news of the arrest in June and 
subsequent incommunicado detention of three peaceful political activists reached a family member in the United 
States, who provided details to Human Rights Watch. Because of  fear of worsening the situation for the detainees 
and putting the family at risk, the details of this case cannot be published. The absence of an independent human 
rights community inside Syria, coupled with the lack of regular and unrestricted access to the country by 
international  human rights monitors and journalists, served to isolate victims of abuse and their families and deny 
them sources of support and advocacy at the local and international levels.      

There were no reports in 1997 of  government initiatives to address patterns of discrimination against Syrian 
Kurds, who comprise from 8.5 to 10 percent of the population and form the largest non-Arab ethnic minority in 



Syria. By the government=s own count, the Kurdish minority included over 142,000 stateless Syrian-born Kurds, 
including children. A 1996 Human Rights Watch report documented such discriminatory practices as the prohibition 
of Kurdish private schools; the denial of Syrian citizenship to Syrian-born Kurds and their children; lack of legal 
recognition of the marriages of certain Syrian-born Kurds; and the refusal of the state to register and grant 
Syrian nationality to the children born of marriages between stateless Syrian-born Kurdish men and women who 
were Syrian citizens, and of stateless Syrian-born Kurdish couples.    

In written replies to questions from the U.N. Committee on the Rights of the Child, which the committee 
received on December 11, 1996, the Syrian government did not acknowledge discriminatory state policies and 
practices against the Kurdish minority.  The government maintained, for example, that Ain Syria there is no child 
who does not have a specific name and nationality.@ Ignoring the stateless status of  tens of thousands of 
Syrian-born Kurdish children due to its own policies, the government merely noted: AA refugee to Syria may be 
accorded Syrian nationality through naturalization, whereupon nationality is also acquired as a consequence by his 
minor children.@ In another reply to the committee, the government dodged the issue of the state=s refusal to 
recognize the marriages of stateless Kurds: AThe legislative enactments in force in Syria recognize the marriage 
deeds of all minorities when they are duly issued both legally and systematically, whether in Syria or elsewhere,@ 
the government wrote.  

The strong presence of Syrian military and security forces inside Lebanon did not diminish in 1997, and Syria 
continued to play a dominant role, particularly in areas related to political and security affairs, and foreign 
policy. The bilateral May 1991 Treaty of Brotherhood, Cooperation and Coordination provided for joint initiatives in a 
variety of fields, ranging from commerce and industry to agriculture and transportation, as well as special 
efforts in the fields of defense and security affairs. A separate Defense and Security Agreement, concluded in 
September 1991, created a bilateral defense affairs committee, composed of the interior and defense ministers of 
both countries. Clause 2(a) of the agreement required that Syrian and Lebanese military and security authorities 
A[b]an all military, security, political and media activity that might harm the other country.@  Clause 2(b) specified 
that the authorities of both states must A[r]efuse to give refuge to, facilitate the passage of, or provide 
protection to persons and organizations that work against the other state=s security. If such persons or 
organizations take refuge in either of the two states, that state must arrest them and hand them over to the 
other side at the latter=s request.@   

One manifestation of Syria=s role in Lebanon was the continuing Adisappearances@ of Lebanese citizens and 
Palestinian refugees at the hands of Syrian security forces, and the officially unacknowledged transfer of these 
Adisappeared@ persons to prisons and detention centers in Syria.  There were at least four confirmed 
Adisappearances@ in Lebanon in 1997, in addition to cases that remained unsolved from 1996 and previous years. One 
such case was that of Lebanese citizen Gabi >Akl Karam, who  was taken from his mother=s home in the Sinn al-Fil 
section of Beirut on January 6 by two men in plainclothes who said that they were members of  Lebanese Military 
Intelligence. Karam was detained at the Lebanese Ministry of Defense headquarters, and the next day he was handed 
over to Syrian security forces and transferred to the Palestine Branch of Military Intelligence in Damascus. 
Karam was held there incommunicado until March 27, when he was returned to Lebanon and held in Lebanese army 
custody until his release on April 3.  There was no official acknowledgment of Karam=s detention by Lebanese or 
Syrian authorities, and there was no written reply to the abduction and unlawful detention complaint filed by 
Karam=s lawyer on March 12 with Lebanon=s chief public prosecutor Adnan Addoum.  

The Syrian government did not reply to a recommendation by Human Rights Watch, in letters sent to President 
Hafez al-Asad in November 1996 and March 1997, to halt the Adisappearances@ and disclose fully the names and other 
information about non-Syrians held in custody in Syrian prisons and detention centers. According to an Amnesty 
International report issued on October 9,  at least 200 Lebanese citizens were imprisoned in Syria, following 
their detention in Lebanon by Syrian intelligence forces and subsequent transfer to Syria; most of them were held 
incommunicado, and without charge or trial.     



 
The Right to Monitor 

Syrian citizens were unable openly to monitor human rights developments and abuses, report such information 
openly inside Syria, and communicate it to the outside world. The last known organized initiative of this kind inside 
Syria, by activists associated with the nascent nongovernmental Committees for the Defense of Democratic 
Freedoms and Human Rights in Syria (known by the acronym CDF),  was suppressed harshly by authorities. Beginning 
in December 1991, authorities rounded up and detained suspected CDF members and supporters, and in March 1992 
seventeen of them were tried by the Supreme State Security Court in Damascus. The court sentenced ten of the 
activists to prison terms ranging from five to ten years. Five were released in 1997, after serving their full 
terms, and five remained in prison.   

Those still behind bars, and their sentences, were: writer Nizar Nayouf (ten years); lawyer Aktham Nuaissa, 
Muhammed Ali Habib, and Afif Muzhir (nine years); and Bassam al-Shaykh (eight years). Nayouf remained in Mezze 
military prison in Damascus, while the others were held in Sednaya prison. Both Nayouf (aged thirty-five) and 
Nuaissa (aged forty-six) were reportedly in urgent need of specialized medical care. Syrian authorities ignored 
repeated appeals from international human rights organizations for the release of the CDF members and other 
Syrians imprisoned for the peaceful exercise of their right to freedom of expression and association.   

An Amnesty International delegation visited Syria in March, and met with government officials and the 
prosecutor and judges serving on the security court, among others. Following the mission, Amnesty issued a press 
release on March 25, calling for the immediate release of prisoners detained solely for their political beliefs. 
AWe welcome the government=s willingness to continue dialogue and cooperation with the organization for the 
protection of human rights in Syria, but we would like this translated into action,@ Amnesty wrote, noting that it 
had submitted the names of over 500 political prisoners to the authorities. Amnesty added that its delegation had 
Aasked the authorities to review the cases of hundreds of political prisoners convicted and sentenced after unfair 
trials, to release everyone not charged with a recognizably criminal offense and to clarify the fate and 
whereabouts of the >disappeared.=@    

Human Rights Watch continued to wait for an affirmative response from the Syrian government to a long-
standing request to visit the country again following its first officially approved fact-finding mission, 
undertaken from March to May 1995. The request for a follow-up mission was first made to Syrian authorities in 
July 1995, and was subsequently raised repeatedly with the government.     

 
United Nations 
The U.N. Committee on the Rights of the Child considered the initial report of Syria at the committee=s meeting in 
January in Geneva. The committee=s concluding observations, published on January 24, included criticism of the 
government=s discriminatory policies toward Syrian-born Kurdish children: AThe situation of refugee and Syrian-
born Kurdish children is a matter of concern to the Committee in the light of article 7 of the Convention [on the 
Rights of the Child].@  (Article 7 requires,  among other provisions, that children should be registered immediately 
after birth and have the right to acquire a nationality.) The committee continued: AIn this regard, the Committee 
notes the absence of facilities for the registration of refugee children born in Syria, and that Syrian-born 
Kurdish children are considered either as foreigners or as maktoumeen (unregistered) by the Syrian authorities and 
face great administrative and practical difficulties in acquiring Syrian nationality, although they have no other 
nationality at birth.@ The committee stressed that Athe right to be registered and to acquire a nationality should 
be guaranteed to all children under the Syrian Arab Republic=s jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, 
irrespective, in particular, of the child=s or his or her parents= or legal guardians= race, religion or ethnic 
origin.@ 

On April 4, the U.N. Human Rights Committee met in New York to consider the second periodic report submitted 
by Lebanon under Article 40 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The committee examined 



Lebanon=s violations of civil and political rights, and heard presentations by local and international human rights 
organizations concerning the Syrian role in Lebanon and the continuing problem of Adisappearances.@  During its 
meeting in New York on May 15, the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances of the U.N. 
Commission on Human Rights received information about Adisappearances@ in Lebanon by Syrian security forces. 

 
European Union  

Human Rights Watch is unaware of any European Union (E.U.) rights-related initiatives with respect to Syria in 1997. 
The E.U., like the U.S. (see below), appeared preoccupied with diplomatic activity aimed at reactivating the Israeli-
Syrian negotiating track. The Council of Ministers failed to forward to the European Parliament the report on 
human rights conditions in Syria that it received in November 1995 from the European Commission, a report it had 
committed itself to prepare as part of the December 1993 decision to extend Fourth Protocol assistance to Syria, 
which amounted to U.S. $178 million over five years. Human Rights Watch urged in May that the Council of Ministers 
instruct the Commission to prepare an update to this report, and submit it to the parliament prior to the August 
recess, and that the original report and the update be made public.   

 
United States 
U.S. policy toward Syria again was almost entirely drive by efforts to revive the stalled Israel-Syria peace talks, 
suspended since February 1996, in order to accomplish one of the administration=s long-sought objectives, a peace 
treaty between the two countries. Although Syria once again appeared on the State Department=s 1997 list of 
state sponsors of terrorism, the Clinton administration exempted Syria from the Antiterrorism and Effective Death 
Penalty Act of 1996, which prohibited, as of August 22, 1996, all financial transactions by U.S. persons with 
governments on the terrorism list.  

In 1997, the Clinton administration opposed efforts by members of congress to have the 1996 law fully applied 
to trade with Syria. R. Richard Newcomb, director of the Treasury Department=s Office of  Foreign Assets Control, 
explained to the Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on African Affairs on May 15 that new Treasury 
Department regulations, based on State Department guidance, authorized Afinancial transactions with the 
Governments of Syria and Sudan except for (1) transfers from those governments in the form of donations and (2) 
transfers with respect to which the U.S. person knows or has reasonable cause to believe that the financial 
transaction poses a risk of furthering terrorist acts in the United States.@ Philip Wilcox, the coordinator for 
counterterrorism at the State Department, told the House of Representative Judiciary subcommittee on June 10 that 
the additional sanctions against  Syria could put the Israel-Syria peace process at risk. He added that Athere 
were  other reasons why imposing more sanctions on Syria would be counterproductive but could not discuss them 
at an open public hearing,@ according to a report of the hearing published by the U.S. Information Agency.  

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, in her first visit to Syria on September 12, met in Damascus with 
President Asad for four hours and then left the country without making any public comments. There were no 
indications that the secretary used the occasion of the meeting to raise privately any U.S. concerns about human 
rights conditions in Syria. Human Rights Watch is unaware of any public statements by Clinton administration 
officials in 1997 that highlighted or criticized specific aspects of Syria=s human rights record, and there was no 
public evidence that U.S. diplomats engaged their Syrian counterparts in discussions aimed at improving the 
country=s dismal human rights situation through specific and measurable reforms. Despite this public silence, the 
State Department=s assessment of human rights conditions in Syria remained, as in past years, condemnatory in its 
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1996. 

 
Relevant Human Rights Watch report: 
Syria/LebanonCAn Alliance Beyond the Law: Enforced Disappearances in Lebanon, 5/97 
 



 
TUNISIA 

 
Human Rights Developments 

In December 1996, four political prisoners who had been the subject of international campaigns were released 
conditionally before the end of their sentences. Their release prompted hope that, as Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali 
headed toward the tenth anniversary of his presidency on November 7, 1997, Tunisia would once again know a small 
measure of tolerance for those who peacefully challenged the government=s policies and rights record. 

Those hopes were soon dashed. Not only were the ex-prisonersCMohamed Mouada, Khemaïs Chammari, Nejib Hosni, 
and Mohamed Hedi SassiCsubjected to harassment and restrictions of their rights throughout the year, but the 
overall climate in Tunisia remained one of fear and  intimidation. Repressive laws were invoked to arrest those who 
protested the lack of freedoms or who were accused of belonging to Aunlicensed@ political groups. An 
omnipresent police force kept dissidents, ex-prisoners, and the families of prisoners and of exiled activists under 
constant surveillance and harassment. The press, private and official, avoided all criticism of the government. 
Foreign newspapers were banned from circulation whenever their coverage of Tunisia displeased the authorities. 

Authorities, exploiting domestic and international concern over a spillover of the conflict from Algeria, have 
since 1990 prosecuted and jailed thousands of suspected members and sympathizers of the banned Renaissance (an-
Nahdha) party on charges relating to nonviolent expression and association. The repression continued despite the 
absence of political violence in Tunisia since the early 1990s. 

The largest category of victims of abuse consisted of the wives and children of members of imprisoned or 
exiled Nahdha members.  Police searched family homes at all hours; wives were summoned for questioning about their 
financial resources and were pressured to cease contact with their husbands. Some were threatened sexually, 
according to a detailed report by Amnesty International issued in June. Many of those who sought to emigrate to 
join husbands in exile were denied passports, although no charges were pending against them. As these families 
struggled financially, authorities prosecuted those found to have collected or provided money for them. 

Toward the end of the year, the government gave passports to the wives and children of thirty-five exiled 
dissidents, and allowed them to be reunited with their husbands abroad. This welcome breakthrough  raised hopes 
that the government would soon resolve additional cases of this nature. 

Prisons were severely overcrowded, a condition that was not dictated by economic constraints; Tunisia boasted 
the highest per capita income in North Africa.  Released political prisoners faced a range of harassing and 
punitive measures, some of them extrajudicial. These included for most a ban on travel abroad and requirements to 
register with the police one or more times daily. Some were dismissed from their public-sector jobs and for years 
were subjected to such heavy police surveillance that acquaintances were intimidated into curtailing contact with 
them. 

The four activists freed in December 1996 were subjected to harassment, despite a statement by the Tunisian 
embassy in Washington that their early release reflected Aa policy animated by a humanist spirit of pardon and 
clemency.@ The embassy added that their offenses were Acommon criminal offenses, tried in Tunisian court and in 
perfect harmony with international instruments to which Tunisia is a signatory.@ But the political nature of their 
prosecution was echoed in their post-release mistreatment. Mouada, leader of the legal opposition Movement of 
Democratic Socialists (MDS), was placed under de facto house arrest. Visitors, including foreign journalists and 
diplomats, were barred from seeing him. Human rights lawyer Hosni was prevented from resuming his profession and 
his phone service was cut. Both Hosni and Moada were denied passports and prevented from accepting invitations 
to participate in the European Parliament=s hearing on human rights in Tunisia in June.  However, human rights 
activist Khemaïs Chammari was able to testify at the hearing. 

The government introduced new directives in 1997 that showed its determination to restrict the exercise of the 
freedom of association and assembly. In January, the Ministry of Higher Education ordered that anyone organizing a 



meeting or conference in Tunisia submit in advance to the Ministry of Interior a list of participants, a copy of 
the agenda, and the text of any speeches or conference papers. A March directive from the Ministry of Tourism 
stated that police authorization was necessary for all gatherings and required hotel managers to inform police of 
the name of the organizer, the number and nationality of the participants, and other details. 

Radio and television, both state-run, were government mouthpieces. None of the many privately owned 
newspapers and magazines could be considered independent. All evidently took instructions, reportedly from the 
president=s office, on whether and how to cover developments the least bit sensitive. Newspapers also printed 
scurrilous attacks on persons in disfavor with the government, thereby contributing to the climate of intimidation. 

In June 1997, the World Association of Newspapers (WAN), a trade association of publishers, expelled its 
Tunisian affiliate, the first time that the WAN had expelled a member for having failed to fulfill the requirement 
that members work to defend freedom of the press.  The WAN rejected the case made by the Tunisian association 
that its silence simply reflected the fact that press freedom was alive and well in Tunisia. 

 Authorities sought to toughen the legal tools to punish Tunisians engaged in political or human rights 
activities outside the country.  Past prosecutions under a Aterrorism@ article of the criminal code undermined the 
government=s claim that article Adoes not in any way target peaceful political activities and does not aim to 
intimidate Tunisians abroad who are concerned with human rights.@ In September, the government introduced draft 
legislation that would extend the scope of the criminal code=s article concerning the offense of harming Tunisia=s 
external security (Article 61) to include the act of Aestablish[ing] wilfully relations with agents of any foreign 
state or foreign body or international body in order to expose or disseminate erroneous information likely to harm 
Tunisia=s vital interests.@ 

The level of education and workforce participation for Tunisia=s women was high by regional standards, and its 
code of family and personal status, promulgated in 1956, excluded the more discriminatory norms found in some of 
the legal codes of the region based on Islamic law.  Against this impressive record were set the practices that 
egregiously violated the rights of women, including the systematic harassment of the wives of imprisoned and 
exiled Islamists (see above), and restrictions on women=s rights organizations (see below).  

 
The Right to Monitor 

The government boasted incessantly of its human rights record and initiatives to deepen political pluralism. But 
human rights critics faced restrictions  ranging from a black-out in the government-controlled press to 
imprisonment on trumped-up charges. 

Khemaïs Ksila, a vice president of the Tunisian Human Rights League, was arrested on September 29, the  day he 
launched a well-publicized hunger strike to dramatize the price he himself had paid for his human rights work: 
dismissal from his public-sector job, ban on travel abroad, and police surveillance.  He was  accused of 
Adisseminating false news@ and inciting others to disturb the public order, and was still in detention as of early 
November. Human rights lawyer Radhia Nasraoui reported that her clients were questioned by police about how much 
they were paying her and where they got the money to do so. On April 29, her office was the scene of a 
suspicious break-in; it was not the first time that her property had been stolen or vandalized. Hachemi Jegham, a 
lawyer and president of the Tunisian section of Amnesty InternationalC which does not work on human rights in 
TunisiaCwas detained twice in March by police and questioned about a legal conference scheduled for later that 
month. 

The independent Tunisian League for Human Rights celebrated its twentieth anniversary.  While government 
pressures made it more cautious than in the past, it continued to speak out against human rights violations. The 
league=s communiques were ignored by the Tunisian press except when they praised a step taken by the Tunisian 
government or criticized violations by a foreign government. In September, the LTDH noted that an ongoing 
dialogue it had sought with the Interior Ministry had gotten under way, and that it was presenting its concerns 
and individual cases to the ministry. The LTDH also praised President Ben Ali for consenting to prison visits by the 



organization, an agreement that, if implemented, could be an important breakthrough. 
The LTDH continued to face obstacles to holding public meetings, particularly for its branches located outside 

the capital. In December 1996, authorities prevented the LTDH from holding a conference and reception to mark the 
anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. One month earlier, the minister of interior blocked at 
the last moment an LTDH seminar on various forms of detention, which was scheduled to take place at a Sousse 
hotel. Authorities also blocked a January 1997 meeting organized by Collectif 95 Maghreb Egalité, a regional 
women=s rights group. 

Beyond the small circle of individual human rights activists, a wider circle of Tunisians signed petitions 
demanding greater freedoms. Two hundred and two Tunisians signed an April 9 petition calling for respect of 
basic liberties, revisions of the electoral code to broaden  pluralism and an amnesty for all Tunisians prosecuted 
or convicted for their opinions and political activities.  Several union activists who organized petitions demanding 
labor and other rights were arrested  early in the year and questioned about the documents they had prepared. 

The government effectively prevented all but one of the Tunisian invitees from addressing a European 
Parliament forum on human rights in Tunisia on June 11 in Strasbourg. The two independent organizations that were 
invited, the LTDH and the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women, succumbed to government pressure not to send 
representatives.  

 
The Role of the  

International Community 
 

European Union 
Except for some initiatives by its parliament, European Union (E.U.) institutions, including the Council and the 
Commission, missed opportunities to press Tunisia on its human rights record during 1997.  By October, the 
Association Agreement between Tunisia and the E.U., which was initialed in 1995 and which lowers trade barriers in 
both directions and provides financial assistance to Tunisia, had been ratified by all but one of the parliaments of 
the  E.U. member states. These parliaments showed little interest in using Article 2,  which makes human rights an 
essential element of the agreement, to make explicit demands on Tunisia to improve in its human rights record. 
However, the president of the German parliament traveled to Tunisia in May and, according to reports,  raised 
human rights concerns in high-level meetings. She hosted a reception at the German embassy to which independent 
political figures and human rights activists were invited. 

On June 11 in Strasbourg, the delegations of several liberal, green and left-wing political groups in the 
European Parliament sponsored a forum on human rights in Tunisia in the context of the Association Agreement. 
Despite the Tunisian governments brazen attempt to stifle the discussion by pressuring the invited Tunisians not to 
attend or preventing them from traveling, the European Parliament narrowly failed to adopt a critical resolution 
the following month on human rights in Tunisia. In a possible indication of the weight that Tunisia gives to 
scrutiny by the European Parliament, authorities restored the passports of four dissidents just before the vote. 

A six-member parliamentary delegation raised human rights issues during an official visit to Tunisia in 
October. French MEP Marie-Arlette Carlotte said that the group submitted a list of cases to the justice minister 
and raised with the prime minister proposed revisions to the penal code (see above).  She added, AA policy of 
opposing fundamentalism must not be an excuse not to provide space for freedoms.@  

Throughout the year, the E.U. promoted European investment in Tunisia. In September, the European Commission and 
Tunisian government co-sponsored in Tunisia a forum on Euro-Mediterranean cooperation, attended by hundreds of 
businesspersons from both sides of the Mediterranean.  

 
France 
France is Tunisia=s leading trade partner and source of foreign investment. In 1996, French bilateral aid to Tunisia 



doubled to the equivalent of U.S. $220 million. 
President Jacques Chirac=s embrace of President Ben Ali in 1995 as Aleading his country ever further down the 

road of ... democratic progress@ remained emblematic of French policy after the election of a Socialist-led 
government in France in June 1997. The year=s highlight was the state visit by President Ben Ali to Paris on 
October 20-21, at which time accords on French bilateral aid and investments  were signed. Both President Chirac 
and Prime Minister Lionel Jospin showered praise on President Ben Ali for Tunisia=s economic performance and 
opening toward Europe, each making only a single, oblique public reference to Tunisia=s human rights problem.  

Toasting Ben Ali at a state dinner in his honor, Chirac said that in Tunisia=s climate of economic growth, the 
temptation to violence disappears and Athe rule of law, democracy can progress more easily, and a culture of 
liberty can blossom more easily.@ Jospin told Ben Ali in his own toast the following day that he took pleasure in 
knowing that Tunisia=s economic opening Europe will Alead you toward an ever-greater opening toward the values 
of democracy and pluralism.@ Chirac=s spokeswoman pointed out that Chirac had raised human rights in his private 
meetings with Ben Ali, including individual cases and the issue of press freedom, but she provided no details.  

Ben Ali=s human rights record proved more of a hindrance to his reception at the National Assembly. The 
Tunisian president had reportedly sought to deliver an address before the assembly, as King Hassan II of Morocco 
had done, but human rights concerns prompted the French to offer instead a reception hosted by the assembly=s 
president. Several parliamentarians boycotted that reception to protest repression in Tunisia. 

Ben Ali=s state visit to France had been postponed three times between October 1996 and June 1997. The 
press speculated that French discomfort over Tunisia=s rights record played a role in some of the postponements, 
but neither side said anything publicly to confirm this.  

In November 1996, the National Consultative Commission on Human Rights, a French semi-official advisory body, 
issued a damning summary of Tunisia=s human rights record and called on the French government to Aurge the 
Tunisian authorities to release all prisoners of conscience, end torture and mistreatment, and break the cycle of 
impunity that encourages the continuation of human rights violations.@ Throughout 1997, however, no French official 
publicly reaffirmed the commission=s concerns or commented on the arrests and harassment of dissidents and other 
troubling developments taking place in Tunisia. In a typical formulation, the Foreign Ministry spokesperson omitted 
human rights when describing the agenda of Hubert Vedrine=s first visit to Tunisia as foreign minister in August, 
but responded when asked, AThe French government follows with attention the situation of human rights everywhere 
in the world. There is no subject that our Tunisian friends and we bar from considering when we meet.@ 

 
United States 
The U.S. was openly critical of Tunisia=s human rights record, while reaffirming that other factorsCnotably 
Tunisia=s support for Israeli-PLO negotiations, economic liberalization, and military cooperation with the 
U.S.Creinforced warm relations between the two countries. The U.S. provided no economic aid in 1996 but awarded 
Tunisia about U.S.$6 million in excess defense articles and $816,000 under the International Military Education 
Training program. 

U.S. embassy staff maintained contacts with human rights activists and political opposition figures in Tunisia. 
On March 7, two political officers attempted to meet with Mohamed Moada, leader of the opposition Democratic 
Socialist Movement, who had been released from prison in December. Outside his home, the two were blocked by 
plainclothes guards who identified themselves.  

At her confirmation hearing before the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee on September 18, Ambassador-
designate Robin Raphel stated, ANonviolent political groups which oppose the policies of the government should be 
free to speak without fear of reprisal, the press should be free to publish the full range of political debate, and 
people should know they are free to participate in opposition politics without government harassment.  We have 
an ongoing dialogue with the Tunisian government on the need for a more open and inclusive democratic process.@ 

U.S. activism on human rights tended to focus on the rights to political participation, press freedom, and the 



plight of secular dissidents.  This laudable engagement was not accompanied C at least publicly C by comparable 
advocacy on behalf of the largest and most vulnerable victims of abuse in Tunisia, persons in any way connected to 
the Islamist Nahdha party. This included prisoners, ex-prisoners, and family members who were subjected to severe 
harassment and deprivation of their right to travel. 
 
 
  
 


