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According to Women Journalists Without Chains, (232) violations were recorded in Iraq during

2023, as follows:
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In Iraq, despite constitutional guarantees of press freedom, the reality reveals a starkly different
picture. Laws are continually enacted and amended, ostensibly to safeguard this right, yet in
practice, they often serve to target and curtail the work of journalists, posing serious threats to
their safety and freedom. For instance, the misuse of defamation laws allows public figures to
silence critical voices, while the expansive scope of electronic crimes legislation imposes

severe penalties, including life imprisonment, on independent journalists.

Moreover, certain religious institutions and figures are considered sacrosanct, rendering
criticism or disclosure of information a precarious endeavor, with the risk of prosecution under
laws pertaining to insulting religious symbols. Compounding these challenges is the
government's failure to furnish adequate protection for journalists, leaving them vulnerable to

threats and attacks from various quarters.

Female journalists in Iraq encounter additional hurdles, with gender-based discrimination
permeating every aspect of their professional lives. From workplace harassment to restricted
access to opportunities and information, they contend with a hostile environment that
undermines their ability to carry out their duties effectively. Tragically, many female journalists
face not only threats and physical violence but also online harassment, exacerbating their

psychological distress and impeding their freedom of expression.

These obstacles contribute to a decline in women's representation in journalism, depriving
society of diverse perspectives and hindering the public's access to accurate information.
Discrimination against female journalists not only stifles their voices but also undermines the
fundamental right to freedom of expression, perpetuating a cycle of marginalization and

censorship in Iragi media landscape.

(£¥ Specific Examples of Injuries and Attacks
April: Ahmed Mustafa and cameraman Omar Hassan from KNN were injured by bullets from

unknown assailants while covering Souk al-Qalaa.

September 3: Haider Odeh, a correspondent for Syria Today, Rakan Jaff, a correspondent for
Ava News channel, Iskandar Abdel Khaleq, a correspondent for Kirkuk News, and the site's

photographer Firas Abdullah, were injured.
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July 20: German press photographer Amir al-Muhammadawi was severely beaten and his

camera confiscated by security forces while covering the burning of the Swedish embassy.

Photographer Maher al-Mashhadani was also severely beaten by riot forces during the same

event
March 25: Armed men targeted the Al-Baghdadiya TV building in Baghdad, causing damage.

February 18: Unknown gunmen threw a bomb at the UTV building in Baghdad after Adnan Al-

Taie received threats for his reporting.

December 19: Unidentified gunmen set fire to the NRT headquarters in Crook, causing severe
damage.

Arrests and Other Forms of lll-Treatment
Throughout the year, numerous incidents of arrests and mistreatment of journalists occurred in

various regions of Iraq. These include:

January 23: Suma Khaled, a program presenter on KNN TV, was arrested in Sulaymaniyah
after being summoned to a police station due to a lawsuit filed by a hospital regarding critical

remarks about its services. She was released the next day.

February 16: security forces in Anbar arrested Nour Thamer, the cameraman of Al-Baghdadiya

TV, and his assistant Munir Al-Hassani, possibly for hosting a political figure critical of the

authorities.

March 26: Ali Abdul Karim, a correspondent for Fallujah TV, was detained for several hours

following a report on medical errors.

March 11: Security forces detained four journalists, namely Marcus John, Jeremy Nicky, Carl

Lewis, and Franco Robert, for working without proper permits.

April 9: The police director in Iragi Kurdistan Region attacked NRTV correspondent Hersh Qadir

in Erbil, preventing coverage of a conference.

April 9: Security forces in Erbil detained Kurdsat-TV reporter Sirwan Hussein and photographer

Farman Abdul Qadir to prevent coverage of a village demonstration, confiscating their

equipment.
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April 17: Security forces in Dohuk arrested the human rights activist Omid Broshki, interrogating

him and pressuring him to alter the organization's policies in favor of authorities in exchange for

increased funding. He was later released but was arrested again on February 22, 2024.

April 20: Hirsh Qadir and photographer Namo Muhammad were detained by security forces in
Erbil during coverage of retirees at a bank.

May 5: NRT reporter Karim Kifi was detained by security forces in Shaglawa and forced to sign

an agreement not to return to the area.

May 16: The Basra Court detained Haider Al-Hamdani, a program presenter, over lawsuits

related to corruption allegations, which drew criticism from the Iraq Association for Defending

Press Freedom, accusing authorities of using legal actions to intimidate journalists.

May 27: Security forces in Sulaymaniyah detained crews from three TVs—Arkan Ali and Alan

Othman from Rudaw TV, Ramyar Othman and Jihad Abdul Rahman from Payam TV, and Kuran

Lugman and Kozin Kamran from NRTV—to prevent coverage of a regional demonstration.

On June: The Iragi government requested the arrest of journalist Hamid Abdullah from
Jordanian authorities, following his exposé on Iragi officials' purchase of luxury real estate in

Amman.

On July 20: Baghdad security forces detained Associated Press photographer Hadi Mazban

and Reuters photographers Maher Mashhadani and Ahmed Saad. They held them for several

hours, aiming to prevent them from covering the attempted storming of the Swedish embassy

by demonstrators.

On July: Omid Broschke was arrested in Dohuk for criticizing a prison sentence given to
journalist Sherwan Sherwani, and Omid Jumani and Kuran Abdul Khaqg from NRT were briefly

detained in Erbil while covering a protest over water shortages.

August 10: Security personnel from the Iragi PM's office detained crews from television
channels "iNews, Iraqi News Agency, Al-Furat TV, Tigris TV, Al-Shargiya TV, Al-Janoub TV,"
namely Hana Al-Quraishi, Ali Jabbar, Adad Al-Maksousi, Ahmed Al-Sadkhan, Haider Al-
Hassani, Aws Al-Anzi, Hassan Issa, Mustafa Al-Baldawi, and Ahlam Al-Aboudi, to prevent

them from covering the opening of a hospital
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(=¥ Erbil, Basra and Kirkuk

In August, both Erbil and Basra experienced a surge in journalist arrests targeting individuals

from various satellite channels. In Erbil, Murad Ahmed and Shirwan Moloud from NRT, along

with Yaser Mohammed from ISTA TV and Diyar Hussein from Walat Media, were detained.

Similarly, in Basra, the Al Taghier-TV team consisting of Mustafa Al-Shammari and Ahmed

Diaa, along with Fouad Al-Halafi, a iNews correspondent, were also detained during this period.

On September 3, Eugene Ramadan and Sherzad Hassan were detained in Kirkuk to prevent
them from covering events. Additionally, on October 29, Suleiman Ahmed, a correspondent for

Roj News Agency, was arrested while returning from southern Kurdistan after traveling from

Aleppo. He was taken to an undisclosed location and has remained detained since then, as of
the report written in mid-April 2024.

(& Morocco:
Throughout 2023, Morocco continued its regime-led control over the media landscape,
leveraging media for its own gain while presenting press pluralism as a superficial facade to

bolster its international image.

In recent years, there has been a notable regression in press freedom within Morocco, despite

the implementation of laws designed to protect journalists post-2011.

Journalists in Morocco face significant legal constraints, including restrictions imposed by the

Press and Publication Law that limit freedom of expression, the misuse of the Anti-Terrorism

Law to suppress the press, and changes to the Penal Code that elevate press offenses to public

right crimes, leading to the imprisonment and persecution of journalists.

Last year's trials have revealed orchestrated campaigns by authorities to smear independent
journalists, leveling baseless accusations to discredit and isolate them, often facilitated by the

state's expansive media apparatus engaged in systematic disinformation operations.

(=¥ A Blow to Freedom of the Press
In June 2023, the Moroccan Parliament passed a new law creating a temporary commission to
oversee the press and publishing sector. This law, approved by the House of Councilors on July
18, 2023, removes the right to elect members of the National Press Council and transforms it

into an institution tasked with targeting and monitoring journalists.
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This law undermines the independence of the National Press Council and threatens the already

fragile press freedom in the country. The key changes introduced by the law are as follows:

e Elimination of the right to elect council members: Previously, members of the National
Press Council were elected by journalists themselves. Under the new law, the
government will appoint members, giving it significant control over the press sector.

e Transformation of the council into a tool for monitoring journalists: The law empowers
the council to monitor journalists' work and impose penalties for perceived violations of

the law.

These changes are concerning for journalists and human rights organizations, who view them

as a threat to press freedom. They have been met with strong opposition from the Fédération

Marocaine des Editeurs de Journaux (FMEJ) and the National Union of Press, Media, and

Communication, affiliated with the Moroccan Labor Union. These organizations accuse the

government of attempting to "seize" a self-regulatory institution.

A statement issued by these organizations describes the new law as ‘"extirpative,
unconstitutional, and detrimental to the Kingdom's human rights image." They further argue
that it represents a "serious setback for press freedom in our country" by allowing the executive

branch to interfere in the self-regulation of the profession.’

In May 2023, Women Journalists Without Chains published an assessment of the new law and

the proposed temporary commission, warning against its adoption.?

Despite the initial challenges faced by the council established in 2018, which revealed legal and
professional shortcomings along with internal divisions, it is crucial for that government and the
council to engage in dialogue with journalists and media professionals. This dialogue should
focus on identifying and addressing challenges to enhance the law governing the press and
publishing sector and to align this law with the Moroccan constitution, relevant international

human rights conventions on freedom of opinion and expression, and global best practices for

! Morocco: Political Controversy Following Approval of Law for Managing the Media and Publishing
Sector https://tinyurl.com/2852wt4x

2 Morocco's Press Freedom at Risk: Concerns of Erosion and Bleak Future
Source: https://wjwc.org/reports/moroccos-press-freedom-at-risk-concerns-of-erosion-and-bleak-future
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self-regulatory bodies in journalism. Rather than eliminating journalists' right to self-regulate

through the council, preserving democratic methods for electing council leadership is essential,

avoiding their replacement with appointments.

(2 Arbitrary Arrests & Detentions
Moroccan authorities have increasingly resorted to arbitrary arrests and prolonged detentions.
Independent journalists are often targeted through dubious accusations of rape, abortion, and

human trafficking, orchestrated through what is locally termed the "Makhzen" media.

Rida Ben Othman, a writer and member of the Moroccan Association for Human Rights

(AMDH), has languished in prolonged solitary confinement at Arjat 1 prison since September
2022. His charges appear to be fabricated, merely stemming from his exercise of the
fundamental right to freedom of expression. Throughout his detention, the 46-year-old Ben

Othman has been deprived even of basic writing materials like a pen.

Furthermore, prominent figures such as Taoufik Bouachrine, the founder of Al-Akhbar

newspaper, investigative journalist Omar Radi, and Suleiman Raissouni, the editor-in-chief of

Al-Akhbar, remain incarcerated. Despite their appeals, the Court of Cassation upheld their
convictions. Radi and Raissouni have been unjustly accused of rape and sexual assault, directly
stemming from their pursuit of independent journalism. Bouachrine received a fifteen-year

sentence in 2019, while Raissouni got five years, and Radi received six years in 2022.

In July, the Court of Cassation denied the appeal of Omar Radi and Suleiman Raissouni after

their year-and-a-half detention, affirming a "fair and just" trial.

Abdelmajid Amayi's trial was rescheduled multiple times from October 19, 2023, to March 24,

2024, during which he spent over 24 hours in detention before being released on bail. He faces

accusations of defamation against the Eastern Region governor.3

In February, Moroccan blogger Yassine Benchekroun was sentenced to two years in prison for

"insulting an organized body" and "insulting a constitutional institution" due to his critical

Facebook posts about authorities and politicians.

Activist Saida El Alami was previously convicted in a similar case in 2022, where she received

a three-year prison sentence for charges related to "broadcasting and distributing false

3 https://tinyurl.com/22rb2xas
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allegations and facts with the intention of defaming individuals," stemming from Facebook posts

deemed offensive.

In August, blogger Fatima Karim (39) received a two-year prison sentence for Facebook posts

deemed "offensive to Islam" by the court. In February 2024, journalist Hanane Bakour, former

director of the Moroccan website "Al Yaoum 24," was convicted by the Salé Court of First
Instance for "broadcasting false information to defame individuals." She received a suspended
one-month prison sentence and a 500 Moroccan dirham fine in a case brought by the National
Rally of Independents party.*

(2¥ Ban on Foreign Journalists

Independent photojournalist Thérese de Campo and her colleague, Contan Muller, deputy

editor-in-chief of the French magazine Marianne, were forcibly expelled from Morocco without
notice. Around 3:00 AM on September 20th, dozens of men in civilian clothing, wearing masks,
raided their hotel and informed them they were no longer welcome in the country. They were
taken to Mohammed V Airport, held in the judicial police office for over an hour, and then
deported on a flight to Marseille. Muller lives in Paris, while Campo is based in Brussels; they
were quickly rebooked on flights to Paris. The journalists received no explanation, though
Moroccan journalist Ali Lamrabet in Spain suggested their expulsion was linked to a meeting
with families of political detainees.> Muller hinted at an upcoming investigation into King
Mohammed VI and his inner circle, which likely contributed to their expulsion. Campo

denounced these tactics as thuggish and intimidating.

4 https://al3omk.com/909244.html
5 https://tinyurl.com/29gaxgwt
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(=¥ Yemen:

Women Journalists Without Chains has released a comprehensive report detailing press

freedom in Yemen for 2022-2023. According to the organization, 71 documented violations

against journalists occurred in Yemen during 2023, including arrests, enforced
disappearances, physical and psychological assaults, trials, summonses, threats, and torture.
The relatively low number of reported victims is not reflective stability or a decline in violations;
rather, it reflects the harsh measures employed by conflicting parties toward any attempt at
truth-telling. Private and independent media offices that were operational before the Houthi
militia coup in September 2014 have been closed down. A large number of journalists have lost
their livelihoods, with many forced to flee and seek refuge. Throughout nine years of conflict,
journalists persist in working within an unsafe environment, facing the constant threat of

assassination, torture, and enforced disappearance.

In its recent annual report, Women Journalists Without Chains stated that the press is facing
significant dangers and unprecedented challenges, with the situation deteriorating year by year.
There is a notable decline in media freedoms, and current events represent a major setback for

press freedom, pushing us back decades.

In 2023, the recorded violations included:

Invasion/Looting Trials/Summonses
Vandalism 23.94].
7.04/.

Violations recorded

. X
during 2023
Torture .
9.85J. Abduction/Arrests
18.307.
Threats/Incitement
16.907. Internet Disruptions
8.52/.
79

WJWC 2024 Press Freedom Report (MENA) = (w)(@)(f)(@) | wjwcorg


https://www.wjwc.org/reports/alarming-press-freedom-erosion-in-yemen-in-2023-annual-report
https://www.wjwc.org/reports/alarming-press-freedom-erosion-in-yemen-in-2023-annual-report

Women
Journalists \ Press Freedom Report 2024
Without
9 | Chains
e 4 cases of preventing visits, communication, and denying healthcare to kidnapped
individuals, representing 5.637. of total violations.
e 2 cases of physical assault, accounting for 2.817. of total violations.
e 2 cases of wage suspension, also totaling 2.817. of total violations.
e 1 case of a hunger strike, representing 1.407. of total violations.

(=¥ Hostile Media Environment
Women Journalists Without Chains highlighted the alarming trend of conflicting parties seeking
to assert total control over media outlets within their territories, instrumentalizing them for
wartime agendas. This approach involves arbitrarily dismissing, suppressing, and curtailing

journalists who dissent from their policies, treating them as adversaries.

Moreover, recent years have witnessed a stark erosion of media freedoms in Yemen, with the
country plummeting to one of the lowest positions globally for press freedom, ranking 168 out
of 180 nations in the 2023 World Press Freedom Index.

According to Women Journalists Without Chains, annual reports on media freedoms have
documented a staggering 1,657 violations since 2014, resulting in 51 fatalities prior to this
report. Additionally, numerous journalists have experienced arrests, enforced disappearances,
trials, physical assaults, displacement, and the forced closure and looting of newspapers and

television channels.

These reports on violations are both awareness raising and advocacy tools aimed at shifting
relevant organizations dedicated to freedom of opinion, expression, and press freedoms. It
urges these organizations to prioritize efforts to protect journalists, provide assistance, mobilize
support, and advocate for solidarity with them.

(=¥ Impunity Prevails: Escaping Accountability
In recent years, Women Journalists Without Chains has documented 51 targeted killings of
journalists during the ongoing conflict. These brave individuals were deliberately attacked while
on duty. Regrettably, our nation lacks meaningful investigations and prosecutions for these

heinous crimes.
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Three years have passed since photojournalist Nabil Al-Qa'iti was assassinated, yet progress

towards justice remains elusive. Al-Qa'iti was fatally shot by unidentified gunmen on June 2,

2020, in front of his home in Dar Saad, Aden Governorate. His family has expressed deep
disappointment with the authorities' inattention and negligence, particularly citing the Public

Prosecution's failure to advance the investigation.

According to Women Journalists Without Chains' latest annual report on media freedoms," the

Houthi militia was responsible for 35 violations, accounting for 49.297. of total cases. Forces
loyal to the internationally recognized government accounted for 20 violations, representing
28.167. of incidents. Additionally, the Security Belt Forces, operating under the Southern
Transitional Council, committed 12 violations, amounting to 16.907. of the total. Furthermore, 3

cases, constituting 4.227. of violations, were carried out by unidentified individuals.

Women Journalists Without Chains is warning the international community of the grave
impunity for crimes committed against journalists, emphasizing that the perpetuation of this
phenomenon only fuels further violations. The tangible consequence of this alarming trend is
the deterioration of the journalism profession as a whole, unequivocally depriving the public of

their fundamental right to access information.

The organization further points out the international community's silence has contributed to this
severity of these violations. The lack of accountability further encourages perpetrators to
continue their barbaric acts against journalists, ranging from cold-blooded killings to torture and
enforced disappearances.

Expressing profound regret over the deplorable failure of the international community to
address this pressing issue, "Women Journalists Without Chains" underscores the imperative
need to hold the perpetrators accountable and ensure they face just punishment. These crimes

should never be subject to the passage of time, and justice must prevail.

(=¥ Trial of Journalists
During 2023, the trial and summoning of journalists by different judicial authorities, as outlined
in the report from Women Journalists Without Chains, exposed troubling violations. Out of 17
documented cases (23.947), journalists encountered legal actions orchestrated by conflicting

parties, leading to severe penalties, including death sentences.
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On June 5, 2023, journalist Fahd Al-Rahbi was summoned by the Security and Intelligence

Service in the Amran Governorate, which is under the control of the Houthi militia, in response
to his reporting on corruption cases. Subsequently, on June 9, 2023, the Primary Prosecution
in Marib Governorate issued arrest warrants for three journalists to be questioned: Ahmed
Ayed, editor-in-chief of the 'Marib Press' website; Ali Al-Fagih, editor-in-chief of 'Al-Masdar

Online' website; and Mohammed Al-Salehi, editor-in-chief of the printed newspaper 'Marib

Press'.

Furthermore, the report details the unjust treatment of journalist Nabil Mohammed Al-Sadawi

by the Houthi militia. Despite completing his sentence on September 8, 2023, Al-Sadawi was
held captive for eight years, subjected to enforced disappearance, and then bizarrely ordered
by a Houthi court to be placed under police control upon release. The ruling included directives
for his cultural, behavioral, intellectual, and educational rehabilitation in collaboration with the
Ministry of Endowments.

Women Journalists Without Chains strongly condemned the exploitation of legal processes by

conflicting parties to intimidate journalists. They denounced the unfair trials conducted by courts
lacking specialization in press and publishing cases, highlighting the absence of justice and due

process for journalists facing these charges.

(¥ Enforced Disappearance
Women Journalists Without Chains has documented 13 cases of kidnapping, arrest, and
detention of journalists in 2023, constituting 9.237. of total violations for the year. Currently, five
journalists remain detained by various factions. Notably, Wahid Al-Sufi is "forcibly disappeared"
under the Houthi militia, along with Nabil Al-Sadawi of Saba Agency. Additionally, Ahmed

Maher and Shaker Nasih are held by the Security Belt Forces in Aden, affiliated with the

Southern Transitional Council, while journalist Mohammed Qaid Al-Muqgri has been missing

since 2015, believed to be held by Al-Qaeda in Hadhramaut.

The cases of Wahid Al-Sufi and Muhammad Qaid Al-Mugqri epitomize the grave practice of
enforced disappearance of journalists. Al-Sufi, editor-in-chief of Al-Arabiya newspaper, was
abducted by Houthi gunmen in Sana'a on April 6, 2015, and remains missing without any
information regarding his whereabouts. Similarly, Al-Mugri, a correspondent for Al-Yemen Al-

Youm, was kidnapped by Al-Qaeda in Hadhramaut in 2016, and his fate remains unknown.
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Meanwhile, Al-Sadawi was subjected to enforced disappearance for nearly four years following

his abduction by the Houthi militia on April 6, 2015. His family remained unaware of his
whereabouts until July 2019, when he was accused of espionage for the Arab coalition and

sentenced to eight years in prison, including time already served. Despite completing his

sentence, he remains imprisoned to this day, enduring ongoing injustice.

In light of these injustices, Women Journalists Without Chains calls for the immediate release
of all detained journalists and urges the international community to pressure involved parties to

end these violations and alleviate the suffering of these individuals.

(£ GCC Countries:
In Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, despite constitutional provisions guaranteeing
freedom of expression and access to information, the reality is starkly different and

characterized by severe limitations, including imprisonment and, in extreme cases, violence.

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries remain categorized as having "very poor press

freedom" according to international rankings, and 2023 did not see a marked improvement.
Governments persistently enforced stringent restrictions on independent press, suppressed

the voices of journalists, and exerted control over media content.

Media and press in GCC nations are heavily regulated by authorities, with Kuwait showing
comparatively more flexibility. This environment fosters widespread self-censorship among
journalists, who feel compelled to align with state narratives propagated by official news

agencies or government directives.

Journalists, bloggers, and media outlets across GCC countries encounter myriad challenges,
such as restrictive internet laws, rigorous censorship, and increased digital surveillance. Laws
concerning freedom of expression, including defamation statutes, subject journalists to legal
persecution. Furthermore, governments frequently amend laws to target social media users,
summoning and interrogating them on ambiguous charges related to "state security" to stifle

dissent.

GCC nations commonly suppress information regarding imprisoned journalists, and acts of

torture, degrading treatment, and rights violations against them often go unpunished.
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Throughout 2023 and into 2024, authorities in most GCC countries consistently detained
journalists without fair trials, ignoring international appeals for their safety and dignity. These
nations reject United Nations efforts to inspect prisons and assess the conditions of detained

journalists, raising serious concerns about their welfare and human rights.

(& Saudi Arabia: Press as a Propaganda Tool!
Saudi Arabia continues to exhibit "very poor press freedom" according to global rankings, with
severe restrictions on freedom of expression, consistently placing it near the bottom of press
freedom indexes worldwide. Unfortunately, there was no improvement in this situation in 2023,

as the authorities continued to impose restrictions on journalistic work, suppress journalists,

and incarcerate them. Saudi Arabia currently ranks 170 out of 180 countries on the Press

Freedom Index.

Instead of raising awareness and fostering a deeper understanding of societal issues, the media
in Saudi Arabia has transformed into a propaganda tool, promoting only the government's
perspective while concealing facts and important news stories. As a result, the internet has
become the sole outlet for journalists and activists to express their opinions and engage in

blogging. However, even this space is subjected to repression, as laws

related to "terrorism" and "cybercrime" are utilized to stifle freedom of expression and silence

dissenting voices, including those of women human rights activists and writers.

Accurate figures regarding prisoners of conscience in Saudi Arabia remain elusive, but the
Women Journalists Without Chains organization has identified at least 172 such individuals in
Saudi prisons, including 16 women. This group comprises academics, economists, clerics, and
women activists advocating for women's rights. Notably, Sheikh Salman Al-Awda, a prominent
religious figure with a following of more than two million on his official social media account on

X platform, is among those detained.

Saudi Arabia periodically launches arrest campaigns, such as those in 2017-2018, resulting in
the detention of over 2,613 prisoners of conscience, including more than 60 academics and
clerics, for their tweets on what was then known as Twitter (currently the X platform). During
2023-2024, 17 bloggers and journalists in Saudi prisons, including 9 women, were arrested

and tried. Here are some examples:
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(& Wikipedia Bloggers

Two physicians and volunteer bloggers on Wikipedia, Osama Khaled and Ziad Al-Sufyani, have

been detained and arrested by the Saudi regime since 2020. They were detained after posting
informational and awareness-raising posts on the well-known blogging site about the COVID-

19 outbreak. They were given five-year prison terms, so even after all this time, the authorities

still haven't released them. As volunteer administrators, they have full access to all of

Wikipedia's private tools, including the ability to modify protected pages.

Since his detention in 2018, the Saudi authorities have not disclosed the whereabouts of

journalist Turki Al-Jasser. Not only was his trial not recorded, but he is unaware of the charges

against him. Only two calls were placed to his family in 2020 and 2021, and all information about
his whereabouts was cut off. According to media reports, he passed away in jail after being

tortured. the Monarchy. Utilizing a pseudonym, Al-Jasser maintained a Twitter account with

anti-regime messages. Since reports suggest that the Twitter office in Dubai may have been

engaged in releasing his identify, it is unknown how his identity was determined.

Mohammed bin Nasser Al-Ghamdi, an internet activist, was arrested a year ago for criticizing

corruption and advocating for detainees through his online writings. Local sources in July 2023
revealed that he had been sentenced to death. Al-Ghamdi perceives this decision as a

retaliatory measure due to his vocal opposition to the Saudi government. His brother, Saeed

Al-Ghamdi, a writer and academic living in exile, supports these claims. Al-Ghamdi also alleges

that his family has faced travel restrictions as a result of past reprisals.

In November, Sarah Al-Jar was sentenced to 27 years in jail by a Saudi court. Additionally, she

has been subjected to a travel ban for the same duration following the completion of her
sentence. The court cited Al-Jar's online opinions and her vocal advocacy for women's rights

as the grounds for its decision, as reported locally.

Internet activist Manahil Al-Otaibi's trial, scheduled at the Specialized Criminal Court in Riyadh,

was postponed indefinitely. She was arrested in November 2022 and faced charges related to
her support for the hashtag (#Society Ready), advocating for "liberation and the abolition of

guardianship laws."
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The violations extended to include the Manabhil family, and in 2023, Fawzia and Maryam Al-

Otaibi complained about the ongoing travel ban imposed upon them. They also faced threats

from Saudi officials due to their Twitter posts supporting the detained women.

In May 2023, Fatima Al-Shawarbi was sentenced to 30 years in prison by a Saudi court, with

an additional travel ban for the same duration after completing her sentence. The charges
against her included using a Twitter account to defend prisoners of conscience and address
unemployment issues in the country. Her arrest in 2020 was reportedly linked to criticizing the
Saudi government through the same account

Journalist Maha Al-Rafidi remains in detention under the custody of Saudi authorities since

September 2019. In October 2022, she received a six-year prison sentence and a
corresponding travel ban. The charges against her were related to online publications
defending political detainees and opposing normalization. Human rights reports have
highlighted these charges, and despite numerous demands for her release in 2023, the

authorities have rejected them.

Turaad Al-Omari has been held in continuous detention since 2016 without any legal
justification. Moreover, Saudi authorities persist in arresting numerous women's rights activists
who have utilized social media to express their views and advocate for women's rights. Among
these activists are Asmaa Al-Sabai, who has been detained since June 2021, Amani Al-Zain
since May 2020, Reina Abdulaziz since May 2021, Najwa Ahmed Al-Hamid since May 2021,
Yasmin Al-Ghafeeli since May 2021, Noura Al-Qahtani since July 2021 (sentenced to 45 years

for criticizing the Saudi Crown Prince), and Salma Al-Shihab since January 2021 (received a

34-year prison sentence for her Twitter activities).

Numerous journalists face unjust imprisonment and endure online stalking and harassment
campaigns by regime-affiliated "electronic armies" active on social media platforms. Moreover,
the authorities employ sophisticated surveillance methods to monitor journalists, even those
residing outside the country.

On January 24, 2023, Sudanese journalist Hisham Abbas Omar was arrested by Saudi

authorities for expressing his views on the Sudanese war via Twitter. He was charged with

"incitement and stirring up public opinion" and received a six-month prison sentence, being

released after serving his term.
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Without providing an explanation, the Saudi authorities detained Dr. Mohammed Al-Hajji, a

journalist, on August 1, 2023. Al-Haijji is the owner of several shows, including Radio Eight's
Adam podcast. Despite this, Al-Haijji doesn't engage in politics. Fifteen days after his arrest, he
was freed.

(=¥ Sustained Deprivation of Freedoms After Arrest
After serving their prison sentences, journalists face ongoing restrictions that deprive them of a
normal life, including house arrest, physical restraints, and the denial of fundamental rights such

as freedom of movement and expression.

Raif Badawi, a 40-year-old blogger, completed a ten-year prison term in March 2022.
However, the Saudi authorities have imposed further limitations on him by prohibiting him from
leaving the country for a similar duration. Additionally, he is not allowed to exercise his right to
write and express his opinions. In 2023, the Saudi judiciary demanded that Raif Badawi pay
one million Saudi riyals (approximately 250 thousand euros), effectively marking the end of his
legal and political life.

Similarly, Loujain Al-Hathloul, despite the expiration of the court ruling banning her, continues

to face travel restrictions imposed by the Saudi authorities. These constraints also extend to

her family members, preventing them from leaving the country since May 2023.
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Saudi Arabia.. . .

Press as a Propaganda Tool 2023 - 2024

Press in Saudi Arabia continues to serve Freedom of the press shows no signs
as a propaganda tool for authorities. of improvement.

Media platforms predominantly Journalists encounter imprisonment and
promote the government's perspective. online harassment.

17 bloggers and journalists are
currently detained, including 9 women.

Prisoners in Saudi Arabia

Bloggers Osama Khaled and Ziad Sarah Al-Jar received a 27-year
Al-Sufyani were sentenced for raising sentence for expressing her opinions
awareness about the COVID-19 and defending women's rights.
pandemic.

Saudi authorities conceal the fate of Manahil Al-Otaibi was arrested for
journalist Turki Al-Jasser, arrested in advocating against the guardianship
2018 with unknown charges, an law.
unrecorded trial, and limited information
available.
Women
Journalists
Without
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(® UAE: Replacing Journalism with Fear
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has often presented itself as a beacon of liberalism, yet it
ranks among the world's worst countries for press freedom. In 2023, there was continued
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suppression of free speech, with journalists and opinion advocates encountering censorship

and persecution. This pervasive climate of fear and repression casts a shadow over the nation.

Although the UAE constitution theoretically guarantees freedom of expression®, it is limited by
the vague wording of being "within the bounds of the law." In practice, this provision serves as
a means to suppress dissent. Similar to other Gulf states, additional laws grant extensive
powers to executive authorities, rendering the constitutional guarantee of freedom of

expression largely ineffective.

In UAE, the practice of journalism is governed by a range of laws related to penalties, anti-
terrorism, cybercrime, press, and publishing. These laws use broad language that (E
depends on authorities' interpretation rather than clear, specific texts. This ambiguity can be
used to prosecute individuals for criticisms. Additionally, there is strict surveillance by security
agencies in spaces where journalists and residents express their opinions, resulting in the

targeting of critics.

Precise statistics on prisoners of conscience in the UAE are unavailable. Nevertheless,

estimates suggest that over 84 Emirati citizens and several individuals of other Arab

nationalities are detained for exercising their right to freedom of opinion and expression. They

face convictions or accusations under laws considered notorious, with evidence like press

statements or online blog posts used against them in legal proceedings.

(=¥ Second Trial for 84 Citizens
In December, the trial of 84 Emirati citizens commenced for the second time. Among them are
prisoners of conscience, journalists, and prominent human rights defenders, many of whom

have already spent over 10 years behind bars. They now face fabricated terrorism charges.

Notable individuals on this list include human rights defender Ahmed Mansoor, who was
arrested and convicted for his Twitter posts, and academic Nasser bin Ghaith, a prominent

writer and researcher who was detained and convicted for his online publications.

The list also includes several journalists, such as Ali Al-Hammadi, the former chairman of

"Hayatna" channel, which was shut down upon his arrest in 2011, Dr. Mohammed Al-Mansoori,

6 Article 30 of the UAE Constitution of 1971 (amended in 2004) guarantees the freedom to hold and express
opinions verbally, in writing, or through any other means of expression, within the constraints of the law.
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the head of the Emirates Center for Studies and Media, journalist Rashid Al-Nuaimi, bloggers
Mansoor Al-Ahmedi, Khalifa Al-Nuaimi, Imran Al-Radwan, Abdullah Al-Hajri, Nasser Al-
Junaidi, Ahmed Abdullah Al-Wahdi, Ali Al-Omari, and others. The trial file includes charges

directly linked to their exercise of the right to freedom of expression and press freedom.

On May 9, Emirati dissident Khalaf Al-Rumaithi, previously sentenced to 15 years in 2015 for

expressing his views, was transferred from Jordan to the UAE. Since then, his family has lost
contact and is unaware of his location. There are serious concerns about his safety, with the

risk of an unfair trial and torture.

(=¥ lllegal Surveillance
The UAE's illegal censorship of communications and internet activities threatens freedom of
expression, placing citizens and residents at risk of imprisonment or deportation. This is
particularly troubling for the majority of the population, who are non-citizens and more
vulnerable to such violations. Fear of prosecution prevents individuals from openly discussing

conditions in their home countries.

Abu Dhabi's use of advanced surveillance technologies allows intrusive monitoring of public
spaces, electronic activities, and personal devices, violating fundamental rights like freedom of
expression, privacy, and association. These measures suppress dissent and limit individual

freedoms.

For example, Jordanian blogger Ahmed Al-Atoum has been detained since 2020 and is

currently serving a 10-year prison sentence in the UAE for criticizing the Jordanian authorities

and exposing state corruption on his Facebook page. In another case, Sudanese citizen Hamza

Muhammad Taher was instructed by UAE security authorities to leave the country due to his

online posts supporting the Sudanese army, which were deemed unfavorable by the
authorities.

In 2023, Syrian blogger and human rights activist Abdul Rahman Al-Nahhas experienced
severe physical and mental health deterioration, leaving him unable to function normally.
Previously, in September 2021, he was sentenced to 10 years in prison by an Emirati court on
charges of "insulting the prestige of the state" and "belonging to a terrorist organization." The
first charge is often used by the UAE to suppress dissent, despite lacking international legal
recognition. The second charge is linked to the UAE's monitoring of Syria-related violations.
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These cases highlight the UAE's troubling disregard for human rights and freedom of

expression.

(= All Criticism Criminalized

At the outset of 2023, a revised law aimed at combating rumors and cybercrimes was

introduced, replacing previous legislation that had been notoriously used to target journalists
and dissenting voices over the past decade. However, far from addressing past issues, the new
law heightened penalties concerning publishing and freedom of expression, particularly

targeting journalists.

Under this new law, any form of criticism is deemed illegal. The first article defines illegal content
as anything that could harm the state's security, its interests, or its international relations, or
that might erode public trust in governmental authorities or institutions. This sweeping definition
effectively criminalizes any critique, opinion, or expression that challenges state narratives or
authority. Whether shared on social media networks or through private messaging apps,

individuals face punishment for disseminating such content.

A report from Women Journalists Without Chains in 2023 titled "UAE: Suffocating Space for

Independent Media" emphasized the significant restrictions on press freedom in the country.

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) hosted the United Nations Climate Change Conference,

known as COP28, in November and December 2023. However, Abu Dhabi imposed limitations

on journalists during the event. Despite holding press credentials to cover the climate

conference, the UAE authorities imposed restrictions on taking photos and recording videos

outside designated summit areas without explicit permission from the National Media Office.

Journalists were required to provide personal information and detailed specifics about their
intended coverage, but this process did not guarantee media accreditation, and no explanations

were provided for the denial of media permits.

Journalists reported that the UAE authorities issued warnings to the United Nations to revoke
journalists' badges because they held a press conference on Palestine. An official from the
organization mentioned that they were instructed not to use specific language when referring to

the Israeli siege and attack on Gaza, including avoiding the phrase "ceasefire now."
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Additionally, a journalist said she was detained for hours for photographing her colleague at a
conference with a security guard visible in the background. Her phone was seized to delete the
photo.

i Replacing Journalism with Fear

A G '|2023-2024

The UAE's claim of liberalism contrasts Journalistic work in the UAE is regulated
with its poor press freedom record. by extensive laws covering penalties,
terrorism, electronic crimes, journalism,

The 2023 law "to combat rumors and and publishing.

electronic crimes" increases penalties i o

and targets journalists, failing to lliegal censorship of communications

address existing issues. and internet poses risks to freedom of
expression, leading to imprisonment
or deportation.

The Abu Dhabi government employs advanced surveillance technologies to monitor
journalists and bloggers, including spying on their electronic devices and activities.

Retrial of 84 Emiratis

84 UAE nationals, including journalists They were previously imprisoned for
and human rights defenders, are facing over 10 years following an unfair trial in
a retrial. 2013.

The new charges against them are The trial file includes charges related to
reportedly linked to terrorism. exercising the right to express opinions

and press freedom.
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(=¥ Bahrain:
Bahrain has seen a troubling decline in freedom of expression since the 2011 protests,
rendering independent journalism virtually unattainable. Under the ruling family's control, the

media landscape has become devoid of platforms for free expression and public discourse.

Throughout 2023, Bahraini authorities repressed dissenting voices and imposed strict
limitations on freedom of expression and peaceful assembly. This period was marked by
numerous arbitrary arrests targeting journalists and activists, contributing to a pervasive climate

of fear and intimidation.

Bahrain's press sector suffers from inadequate modern regulations, leaving it vulnerable to
exploitation by authorities. Journalists often face vague charges like "cybercrimes" rather than
specific allegations related to freedom of expression. State and family-owned media dominate,
openly serving political and business interests, eroding credibility and any hope for

independence.

(=¥ Censorship and Digital Blocking

Bahrain's monarchy exerts significant control over national regulatory bodies, effectively using

them to regulate digital service and technology providers. Operators who resist government-
imposed monitoring and filtering systems risk having their licenses revoked, posing a serious

threat to internet freedom and privacy within the country.

In a hopeful move in 2021, Bahraini authorities permitted the broadcasting of Qatari media
outlets like Al Jazeera on websites, suggesting a potential improvement in the country's
environment for freedom of expression. However, this optimism was short-lived as these sites
were swiftly re-blocked in May 2023. This abrupt reversal underscores Bahrain's persistent
approach of restricting access to information, casting doubt on their commitment to press

freedom and expression.

The reach of Bahraini authorities' censorship extends beyond websites to social media
platforms. In May 2023, a cleric was arrested by security forces for "spreading false news" and
"disturbing civil peace" by sharing his weekly sermon on Twitter, where he advocated against

normalization with Israel. The Public Prosecutor alleged the sermon contained "misleading
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information" likely to "incite hatred." While the cleric was released after one week, this incident

starkly illustrates Bahrain's repression of digital expression, highlighting ongoing challenges to
freedom of speech.

International Conference of Parliamentarians

During Bahrain's hosting of the International Conference of Parliamentarians in March, the right
to freedom of speech and expression was violated. The night before the conference, security
services detained four bloggers:

1. lbrahim Al Mannai was arrested for posting a news story on Twitter about the Inter-
Parliamentary Union, accompanied by a comment urging the Bahraini Parliament to be
more effective.

2. Qasim Al-Huijairi was arrested for retweeting lbrahim Al-Mannai's story.

3. Ali Hassan was arrested for retweeting Ibrahim Al-Mannai's story.

4. lbrahim Al-Khalil was arrested for retweeting Ibrahim Al-Mannai's story.

These arrests demonstrate a concerning crackdown on online expression and dissent
surrounding the conference. Subsequently, all four bloggers faced criminal charges for
allegedly "misusing social media programs" by posting content deemed harmful to public order

and national security.

Bahrain revoked the entry visas it had previously issued to two Human Rights Watch officials:
Michael Page, Deputy Director of the Middle East and North Africa Department, and Nico
Gavrania, a researcher. These officials held oversight status within the Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU). As a result of Bahrain's action, they were unable to participate in monitoring and

oversight efforts related to the 146th IPU conference.

In 2023 authorities continued to commit serious human rights violations, most notably the

ongoing ill-treatment of human rights defenders and other activists in prison. Individuals such

as Abdul Hadi Al-Khawaja, Dr. Abdul-Jalil Al-Singace, and Naji Fateel have been sentenced

to prison for exercising their right to freedom of opinion and expression.

These cumulative violations highlight the extent to which Bahraini authorities are repressing

freedom of speech and expression, both domestically and within international contexts. Such
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actions undermine efforts to uphold fundamental human rights standards and obstruct

international oversight within parliamentary settings.

Bahrain..

Boundless Repression 2023-2024

Violations in Bahrain Journalists and activists are frequently
continue without relent. subjected to arbitrary arrests, fostering
fear and intimidation.

The absence of modern laws . Journalists on trial often face
regulating press work allows vague charges such as "fake

authorities to exploit the sector. news" and "misuse of social
media programs."

Censorship extends beyond websites to
encompass social media platforms,
further restricting freedom of expression.
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(B Kuwait: Escalation against Press Freedom
While Kuwait is often considered the least oppressive state among the Gulf Cooperation
Council countries, its government exerts significant control over the media landscape,
increasingly restricting freedom of expression. In 2023, Kuwait experienced a noticeable
escalation in governmental efforts to control the press, alarming human rights organizations

and journalists alike.
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A key manifestation of this campaign is the restriction of press freedom through broad laws
criminalizing opinion expression. Journalists and activists face prosecution based on their
opinions and positions. Media censorship, publication confiscation, and website blocking
deemed oppositional to the regime are common tactics. Private newspapers are pressured to
adopt pro-government editorial lines.

These policies signify a tangible decline in Kuwait's freedom of expression landscape,
jeopardizing democratic gains made by Kuwaiti society in recent years. Despite efforts to
challenge government media dominance through podcasts and independent digital magazines,

government-controlled press and media still dominate Kuwaiti journalism.

Laws prohibiting journalists from criticizing the government and ruling family persist, despite a

2020 law guaranteeing journalists' right to access information in Kuwait.
Here are noteworthy instances that have impacted freedom of expression in Kuwait:

In a verdict issued by the Court of Appeals on January 31, 2024, Mohammed Al-Barghash, a

prominent advocate for the rights of the stateless Bidun community, was sentenced to three
years in prison with hard labor. He was convicted of charges including spreading false news,
damaging the state's reputation, and misusing a telecommunications device. Al-Barghash was

arrested in February following the court's ruling.

In January 2023, Kuwaiti authorities arbitrarily deported Dr. Mona Karim, a writer and activist

advocating for the rights of the Bidun community, upon her arrival to visit her family in Kuwait.
Security authorities at Kuwait International Airport forced her onto a plane destined for
Lebanon, denying her entry to the country to reunite with her family. Dr. Karim, an Arab poet,

translator, and university professor, currently resides in New York.

(¥ New Media Regulation Law

On August 21, 2023, Kuwaiti newspaper Al-Qabas published details of a new draft law aimed

at regulating the media in the country, prepared by the Ministry of Information. This draft law

raises concerns as it contradicts Article 36 of the Kuwaiti Constitution, which guarantees
freedom of opinion, scientific research, and the right of individuals to express and publish their

opinions through speech, writing, or other means.
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The new law prohibits criticism of the Amir, Crown Prince, and Deputy Amir, and requires prior

approval from the Amir for publishing news about them, despite their status as public figures.

The law also prohibits what it describes as ‘"disclosing news about official secret
communications and agreements, as well as revealing decisions made during secret meetings."
This prohibition seems unusual, as transparency and freedom of the press are essential
principles promised by Kuwaiti authorities to its citizens.

Additionally, the law restricts freedom of expression by prohibiting actions deemed to disparage
the country's constitution or violate public morals, using vague terms that can be exploited to

curtail journalistic work and discussions on important issues.

Additionally, the law forbids "disparaging and ridiculing the country's constitution" and "violating
public morals." These vague phrases are often used by authorities to suppress freedom of

expression and limit journalists' work and discussions about their concerns and conditions.

The requirements for establishing a newspaper in Kuwait are stringent, including a substantial
capital requirement of 250,000 Kuwaiti dinars, which limits the entry of independent journalism

and restricts freedom of expression.

Penalties for violating the law include imprisonment for up to three years and fines of at least
50,000 Kuwaiti dinars for criticizing the Amir, Crown Prince, or Deputy Amir. Additional fines up
to 20,000 Kuwaiti dinars apply for other violations related to publishing information or

expressing opinions.

These restrictive conditions and penalties create significant obstacles to press freedom in
Kuwait, suppressing dissent and discouraging constructive criticism. They undermine the
openness and pluralism essential for a democratic media environment, jeopardizing the

democratic progress achieved by the Kuwaiti people.
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(® Oman: Self-Censorship or Courts

In 2023, freedom of the press in Oman remains under threat as authorities persist in pressuring

journalists to practice self-censorship. The media landscape is dominated by official outlets

that exclusively portray a positive image of the country, while dissenting voices and constructive

criticism are marginalized and suppressed.
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As citizens increasingly turn to the internet to express their opinions, Omani authorities tighten
their grip on the digital space, imposing strict restrictions on online freedom of expression.
These actions underscore Oman's disregard for the importance of press freedom and free

expression, posing a threat to the democratic progress made by the Omani people.

Between 2016 and 2021, Oman saw a severe crackdown on freedom of expression and press
freedom. Media institutions were tightly controlled, leading to the closure of most independent
outlets. Harsh laws were enacted to criminalize criticism of the government, Sultan, or Crown
Prince, reflecting the authoritarian nature of Oman's regime and its intolerance of dissenting
voices.

®Oman..

Self-Censorship or Courts FIFEFIFZR

Authorities exert State-aligned media marginalizes

pressure on journalists, dissent and suppresses criticism.
stifling critical reporting.

Four activists are imprisoned for
Stricter laws criminalize internet-related religious content
government criticism, deemed harmful.
posing legal risks for

journalists. Books by journalists and writers
are banned at the Muscat Fair,
limiting diverse perspectives.

1

Women

Journalists

Without
@ | Chains

WJWC 2024 Press Freedom Report (MENA) = w](@](f] (@) |wjwcorg



Women
Journalists \ Press Freedom Report 2024
Without
@ | Chains
Consequently, official media dominates Oman's media landscape, controlling the narrative to
align with the government. This limits citizens' access to diverse and unbiased information,

obstructing democratic progress in Oman and jeopardizing the gains made by the Omani

people in recent years.

Recent events in Oman have raised concerns about freedom of expression. Four internet
activists, namely Ali bin Marhoon Abdullah Al-Ghafri, Maryam bint Youssef bin Ali Al-Nuaimi,
Ghaith Matar Hamad Al-Shibli, and Abdullah Hassan Jaber Al-Mugbali, faced a trial initiated
by the Sohar Court of Appeal on August 21, 2023.

They were convicted by the Court of First Instance and sentenced to three years in prison for
allegedly using the internet to produce content deemed harmful to religious values and public

order, as well as for allegedly advocating anti-Islamic activities.

Moreover, the Muscat International Book Fair 2024, held from February 21 to March 2, 2024,
was marred by censorship. Books authored by Mohammed Al-Farazi, including the novel
"Uncertainty," were banned without clear justifications. The fair also witnessed a long list of
publications being prohibited, further raising concerns about freedom of expression and access
to diverse ideas.

In another incident, online activist Majid bin Abdullah Al-Ruhaili was arrested on December 11,

2022, for tweets advocating comprehensive political reform on a specific website. He was later

released.

Qatar:
Qatar is home to some of the largest international media outlets that wield significant influence
in global political discussions. A noticeable trend over the past year has been the limited

coverage and discussion of local political matters by these media outlets.

During the 2023 Asian Nations Cup held in Qatar, there were multiple accusations of Qatar
imposing obstacles and restricting freedom of expression. Journalists encountered limitations
such as designated filming areas, hindering their ability to freely gather information from various
sources. Both local and foreign press largely complied with these restrictions to avoid
harassment or penalties, as they were perceived as necessary measures to ensure event

organization rather than direct attacks on press freedom.
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Qatar's "Cybercrimes" law, enacted in 2014, continues to raise concerns among journalists
about legal repercussions for covering sensitive topics, furthering constraints on freedom of

expression.

On December 6, 2023, according to the Human Rights Center, human rights defender Abdullah

Al-Maliki, currently in Germany, received news of the government's refusal to renew his official
documents. In August 2023, he was released after serving a two-year prison sentence for

tweets on the X platform calling for protests.

Lawyers Hazza bin Hazza bin Ali Abu Sherida Al Marri and Rashid bin Ali Abu Sherida Al Marri

remain imprisoned for life following a trial deemed unfair by human rights organizations. They

nn

were charged with offenses such as "misusing social media," "spreading false information," and

"harming national security" due to their critical posts on government practices.

On March 18, 2023, Nouf Al-Maadeed reappeared after a year of disappearance, sharing video

recordings on social media, including the X platform, that exposed widespread violations of her
civii and human rights. In these recordings, she appeared thin, teary-eyed, and tense,
exhibiting signs of severe depression.
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