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The International Conference
“Bahrain: 8 years of Repression Under
International Silence”
In cooperation with the Bahrain Center for Human Rights (BCHR),
the Bahrain Interfaith Center organized a conference to discuss the steps
needed to stop the severe deterioration of human rights in Bahrain. The
conference, entitled “Bahrain: 8 Years of Repression Under International
Silence,” was in Beirut at 16 January 2019, highlighted the repressive
methods used by the Bahraini government since 2011, which focused
on crushing civil society and violently suppressing freedom of opinion,
through the arrests, issuance of death sentences, and dissolution of civil
and political associations.
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Prominent organizations such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty
International, Human Rights First, IFEX, FIDH, Civicus, and others,
participated in the discussions of the conference topics. Also, human rights
activists and civil society and human rights organizations in Bahrain,

attended the conference from around the world to discuss practical steps
to address the international community’s failure to take necessary actions
to address the deterioration of human rights in Bahrain.
The conference included three panels. Salwa Boukaouit moderated
the first one that focused on the situation of “Human Rights Defenders
in Bahrain,” and the panelists were Khalid Ibrahim, Ahmed AlWedaei,
Mohamad Najem, and Kristina Stockwood. Additionally, Annie Game
moderated the second session, in which the panelists, Devin Kenny, Aya
Majzoub, and Brian Dooley discussed “The International Community’s
Positions on Human Rights Violations.”The last panel, entitled “Bahrain’s
Civil and Political Space,” was moderated by Ariel Plotkin, and the
panelists were Fadi al-Qadi, Drewery Dyke, and Joe Stork.
7

Opening Statement

The opening included a speech by the President of the Bahrain
Interfaith Center, Sheikh Maytham Al-Salman, who described the current
situation in Bahrain by saying: “After eight years in Bahrain, the state
said it would respect human rights and reform, but the situation is that
we have 5000 prisoners or more, hundreds of children are imprisoned,
and more than 200 victims who died as a result of inappropriate use of
tear gas or other means of force. Also, human rights defenders such as
Nabil Rajab are imprisoned and civil society is restricted; human rights
defenders are either in prison, in exile, or under threat.” Al-Salman
considered that the year 2019 was worse than 2011…there was hope
when Obama was the US president; he made clear statements calling
on Bahrain to improve the human rights situation; however, “things are
worsening day after day”.
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Al-Salman completed: “In 2011, we had fewer prisoners, victims and
prisoners of conscience, including human rights defenders; although
the prominent human rights defender Abd Al-Hadi Al-Khawaja was
imprisoned in 2011, the human rights organizations were still operating
under restrictions; political societies, like Waad and Al Wefaq, were
working back then. However, today, there’s a full restriction on freedom
of expression, assembly, and association, as well as joining an association;
we cannot work, for instance, in Bahrain’s Center for Human Rights
because of the restrictions forced on it, and these are just examples of
today’s situation.” Also, he considered that Bahrain was such a vibrant
place, especially when it comes to CSOs and human rights organizations,
considering that the conference was supposed to be attended by 10 to 20
Bahrainis if the situation was normal in the country.
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In comparing the current situation of human rights defenders in
Bahrain with their situation at the beginning of the movement, AlSalman explained that: “People weren’t afraid to use their voices, and
they defended human rights back then. However, today, many of these
people are living either in exile like me or in prison, like Nabil Rajab.
Also, some families are targeted because of their work and activism in
the field of human rights.” Hel also added that: “Silent generation is being
raised, and civil society is restricted in Bahrain; whoever expresses his
views is persecuted, arrested, or has his family members targeted as a tool
of pressure to stop his activism.”
On behalf of the Bahrain Interfaith Center and the Bahrain Center
for Human Rights, the President of the Center welcomed all human
rights experts, international organizations, its members, United Nations
representatives, civil society activists, researchers, and journalists
interested in Bahrain and who attended to participate in the conference.
He said: “this conference will provide some strategic outputs that will
allow us to redefine the future and enable us by the end of the day to
develop a strategy to deal with the continued deterioration of human
rights in Bahrain.”
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In the context of developing the objectives of the conference,
Al-Salman continued by saying: “We need at the end of the day
(conference) the international communities to uphold human
rights at all levels, at governmental and non-governmental levels.
We are here together because we care about human rights, and we
care about Bahrain, and together we want to leave this conference
with additional information and creative ideas on how we can have
an impact. Our goal is to have an influence and a higher level of
influence that will allow us to improve the situation of human rights

in Bahrain, and deal with or tackle the deterioration of human
rights in Bahrain.
The opening included a video presentation containing very accurate
information and a chronology of human rights violations committed by
the Bahraini authorities, and it was as follows:
- 2011:
•
•
•
•

The destruction of the Pearl Roundabout.
The arrest of thousands, and dozens of extrajudicial killings.
The demolition of 38 mosques.
Abdul Hadi al-Khawaja was arrested and sentenced to life
imprisonment.
• Establishment of the Independent Commission of Inquiry.
• Systematic torture in Bahrain.
- 2012:
•
•
•
•

Continuation of the methods of restriction
Journalist Ahmed Ismail was killed while covering.
45 people were killed as a result of the use of tear gas.
The head of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights, Nabil Rajab, was
arrested for a tweet on his Twitter account.
• The arrest of activist Zainab Al-Khawaja.
• The abolishment of the nationalities of society’s activists and leaders.
• Continuation of the impunity of the police forces.
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- 2013:
• The arrest of 150 children and the killing of 4 by the government’s
forces.
• The arrest of Naji Fateel.
• Khalil al-Marzouq was arrested for expressing his political opinion.
- 2014:
• Sheikh Ali Salman faced arbitrary detention.
• US diplomat Tom Malinowski, Assistant Secretary of State for
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, was expelled from Bahrain
after meeting with civil society organizations.
- 2015:
• Three peaceful activists were killed in Bahrain.
• More than 300 children were arrested.
• The abolition of more than 200 nationalities.
- 2016:
• The abolishment of the nationality of Ayatollah Qasim before any
formal trial.
• The dissolution of Al-Wefaq political party.
• The arrest of Nabil Rajab again.
• The arrest of dozens of Shiite religious figures.
- 2017:
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• The execution of 3 Bahrainis.
• The Abolition of Al-Wasat newspaper by the authorities.

• The arrest and sexual assault of Ibtisam al-Sayegh, a member of
Salam organization.
• Waad Party, the largest secular party, was dissolved.
• 6 peaceful protesters were killed in a sit-in in Diraz.
- 2018:
•
•
•
•

Death sentences for more than 20.
The abolition of more than 700 citizenships.
More than 5000 prisoners.
The number of victims since 2011 is close to 200.
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First Panel
Human Rights Defenders in Bahrain
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Moderated by Saloua Boukaouit

Bahrain International Office Manager

After welcoming the participants and attendees, the Bahrain
International Office manager Saloua Boukaouit, began
with the first theme entitled “Human Rights Defenders in
Bahrain” which conveys a picture and explains the situation
of human rights defenders in Bahrain.
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First Panel
Human Rights Defenders in Bahrain

Khalid Ibrahim

- GCHR Executive Director and co-Founder
- Previously at Frontline Defenders.

The director of the Gulf Center for Human Rights, Khalid Ibrahim,
started his speech in this panel by referring to prominent human rights
activist Nabil Rajab, describing him as an “international human rights’
symbol,” and in response to a question posed by Boukaouit about his
feeling towards the sentencing of Nabil Rajab for five years and its
consequences as it affects the work of human rights defenders, he said:
“Rajab wasn’t only focusing on Bahrain, he was one of the founders of
the Gulf Center for Human Rights; he is a human rights defender in the
entire region. He didn’t see any limits to the protection and defense of
human rights; wherever there was a violation, he tried to convey it as
much as possible. The imprisonment of Nabil is a fabricated act, and we
are trying as much as possible to put pressure on the Bahraini government
to change its position.”
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Moreover, Ibrahim pointed out that: “At present, we’re witnessing the
worst human rights targeting in Bahrain’s history, and you have mentioned
your interest. The United Kingdom and the United States support for
countries where there are daily human rights violations has been one
of the most important reasons that have allowed us to reveal violations
within the region, including raids on defenders and activists, men and
women. Also, we’re witnessing a closure of the civil society that is no
longer working.” In describing the situation of human rights defenders in
Bahrain who are prevented from speaking or even attending the Human
Rights Council, he continued by saying: “The imprisonment of Nabil,
one of the most influential leaders of the human rights movement, is bad
for the movement in general and bad for international advocacy. Some
people often say that Nabil is still in jail, besides Abdulhadi al-Khawaja
and others too, so, what will happen, or how will your work continue?
But believe me, if we stop working, they will kill us all; they have no

power to stop their level of violations. Some may have been surprised by
Khashoggi’s death, but we haven’t been surprised by it, because we know
these people, and we know they are ready to do anything because they
are in positions of power.”
In response to another question from Boukawit, on how should
international organizations and NGOs assist human rights defenders
living in exile, in prison or under threat, and if it is enough to publish
statements only, Ibrahim said: “Thank you. We have to know that these
statements aren’t just published reports, and we are working hard to use
all our various international mechanisms, including the UN mechanisms,
to send accurate information about cases happening in Bahrain or
elsewhere. So, they’re not just statements, and we often don’t publish
anything, however, behind the scenes, we try to support a human rights
defender. Thus, the issue is not about issuing or not issuing statements;
these statements were the first step in documenting any violation, and
they are essential and must be done most accurately, so we will continue
to do so, but is that enough? Of course, no, not enough for Bahrain.
Here is one of the phenomena, which reflects the real situation on the
ground; the story is that a journalist went to Bahrain on a tourist visa,
and we wanted a defender, in Bahrain, to meet this journalist behind the
scenes, in a secret place, but the defender said I can’t, this will put me at
risk. So, today, people are not allowed to speak, they are unable to attend
international meetings. They have told human rights defenders that
they are not allowed to go to Geneva, or to speak at the Human Rights
Council. This is what is happening in Bahrain, so what can we do? “
Ibrahim pointed out the importance of changing the way of thinking
and that we can change Bahrain in the traditional way, and he added:” The
environment is an entirely different environment, the government is very
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harsh with its practices, and they are keen to dismantle the entire human
rights movement. The story isn’t about Yemen, or about a tweet; Nabil’s
tweet in which he called to stop the killing of the people in Yemen. It’s not
about the tweet; it’s about Nabil himself as a symbol and an international
figure, and about the government’s goal to completely isolate the human
rights movement in Bahrain; they want to silence people and the country.
No one has the right to demonstrate in the streets peacefully; there is
no future for them. They’re bringing people from Pakistan and other
countries to grant them citizenship and give them jobs. They are making
extensive efforts to change the demography and the politics of the
country, they’re doing a lot of work, and they have committees working
on this behind the scenes.”
In addition, Ibrahim called on the United Kingdom and the United
States to support people and human rights defenders in Bahrain and
elsewhere, and he said:” Support us in our work. You say that human
rights are at the heart of your policy but prove it to us. People and women
are being killed, abused, and sexually abused in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.
For example, Ibtisam al-Sayegh and Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja, who are
international human rights figures, are sexually assaulted. We have a big
problem in Bahrain, horrible abuses, and the international community
has to do something.”
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In response to the question, “The UN resolutions are not binding on
states, so, how can the UN protect human rights defenders?,” He said:
“I think we have to use all the means at our disposal, whether at the
international level or even within the region, but I mentioned that we
need to change the strategy, when it comes to Bahrain or other countries
like Saudi Arabia and others, and we are already trying to do a lot of
work, from now on, we will take some forms of torture from Bahrain, for

example, to the London Criminal Court. We have a ready case against
them, which can be done in the absence of any local reform. So, this is a
new approach to say that escaping will not work with them anymore, and
we have to work to end impunity in these countries, at first. Also, we are
always trying to highlight the fact that using international mechanisms is
always useful; we have had successes on many occasions. Now, in March,
we have an event in Geneva, entitled torture in Bahrain is systematic,
how to use the United Nations and its mechanisms to protect people
and to end torture in Bahrain. All of this will contribute; you know, as
I know, that change is coming, maybe it will take a long time, but it will
be achieved, and achieving it requires an extensive effort, and we must
also work together. So far, I don’t see that the organizations in Bahrain
are working in a unified strategy; it’s tough to work individually. So, I
hope that this deterioration, which is taking place, is already taken into
account, as Kristina said the situation is getting worse and worse. I hope
that the various organizations will talk to each other and will have some
common policies, as well as collective strategies to address the massive
violations in Bahrain.”
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First Panel
Human Rights Defenders in Bahrain

Kristina Stockwood

-Gulf Centre for Human Rights
-Chair of the Advisory Board
-Human rights defenders in the Middle East, women’s rights, environmental
protection, freedom of expression, Mini Aussie Shepherds
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Kristina Stockwood, president of the Advisory Council of the Gulf
Center for Human Rights, began talking about the “shocking” impact
of President Donald Trump’s rule on Bahrain, she said: “Five people
were killed during peaceful protests in Diraz, within the week. He told
the King of Bahrain that our relationship will be much better now and
gave a blank check to the states of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and other Gulf
countries to go ahead and do whatever they want. This is very tangible;
we know for a fact that when negotiating arms deals between the US
and Bahrain, Nabil’s name was specifically mentioned, he was on the
table as a condition, ‘the US will sell these arms to Bahrain after you
free Nabil Rajab’, and that was entirely off the table once Trump came to
power. Nabil is seen as a leading human rights defender in the region, a
well-known figure by thousands of followers on his Twitter account, and
I think, ironically, what made him more famous is that he was the first
person arrested for a tweet. The governments in the Gulf had to come
up with new ways to suppress the freedom of the street speech, so they
started cracking down on Twitter and Facebook, and he was the first
one to suffer from that, but then he was released on an amnesty which
was a bit unusual, since it didn’t include other human rights defenders
like Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja, Abdel-Galil Al-Sankis, or even Abdulhadi’s
daughters. Those cases of human rights defenders being arrested and
bothered reflect the lack of respect for the peaceful work of human rights
defenders, and after Nabil’s release, we thought the situation started to
improve, but he was re-arrested. Today, after one of the five years in
prison passed, we can see the repression. Every year we say that the past
years were better than now; we need to reach a time when we see the
current year better than the previous one. The UK’s concern about what
is happening doesn’t make us feel hopeless. Nabil is sentenced to five
24

years in prison for tweeting that the war on Yemen is wrong; killing
children and civilians is wrong; it’s the truth, and this is a reality; indeed
we should not kill children and civilians. The only thing that makes me
happy is that the eight countries around the world have stopped the
selling of weapons to Saudi Arabia, including Germany, because they
widely acknowledge that the war on Yemen must end, so, the fact that
Nabil is in prison for saying so several years ago is a painful irony.”
Responding to Boukaouit’s question regarding the UN’s nonbinding statements in support of human rights defenders, Stockwood
expressed her disappointment when the Government of Bahrain accepts
recommendations within the UPR and then completely ignores them.
She said: “The Bahrain Center for Human Rights (BCHR) and other
NGOs were trying to commit them to implement the recommendations
they had promised to implement in 2011. At the same time, there is also
an independent committee of inquiry that has made recommendations
to investigate torture, namely the torture of Abdul Hadi al-Khawaja and
others, and the deaths of two Journalists who were in custody and more
than 100 people who were killed during the popular movement in 2011.
These promises are, in fact, made by the Bahraini Government, which
must be held accountable through the UN mechanisms. But, I think
that the issue of trade, human rights, holding technology companies
accountable, or targeting arms deals also may be more effective. I think
what happened after the killing of Khashoggi and then the revelation
of starving children in Yemen, were very useful; there was an effective
publication in the New York Times, and also 8 countries stopped selling
weapons to Saudi Arabia because of its war on Yemen. This was a powerful
symbol; some countries, like Germany, which have a lot of money and
power, took a position quickly. Also, I think the EU has played a useful
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role as an organization putting pressure on the rest of the member states.”
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Regarding steps that can be taken by international and nongovernmental organizations to be successful in defending human rights,
Stockwood said that: “there is a great effort being made behind screens
and behind scenes, for example, the handing over to the Working Group
on Arbitrary Detention or Torture, and the UN mechanisms that have at
their disposal not only to cast our statements but also the United Nations
statements from special rapporteurs, whether combined or at the highest
levels of the Secretary-General of the United Nations. It is always useful
when the names of human rights defenders imprisoned in Bahrain and
other countries are mentioned. Also, I think that another positive point
was when the United Nations knew about the issue of retaliation or
punishment, which is very important. Last year, no Bahraini representatives
came to the United Nations Human Rights Council, knowing that their
presence was strong in the past; Nidal al-Salman of the Bahrain Center
for Human Rights was present but was banned from traveling later, and
dozens of people were prevented from traveling from Bahrain to Geneva
a few years ago. There are more serious cases, such as Naji Fateel, who
was imprisoned immediately after his return from Geneva to Bahrain,
for false reasons and is now under 25 years of bilateral rule, mainly
because of his participation in the United Nations. In addition, there are
more terrible cases, such as Ibtisam Sayegh, and you can see that she was
obviously at the United Nations, and there are pictures of her with the
special rapporteurs and other high-level officials, and after she returned
from her trip and tweeted on her Twitter account talking about this trip,
she was summoned to the security department in Muharraq, where she
was arrested, tortured, and sexually assaulted. Nevertheless, she returned
and spoke of the torture she had been subjected to. She was re-arrested

again because she refused to keep quiet, and now she is out of prison. I
think this is a good thing. I know it is a minimal action, but it is essential
to release her, perhaps after some pressure from the United Nations;
the United Nations is really good, I think it’s recognizing the retaliatory
methods practiced on people for attending the Human Rights Council,
and we should continue urging that.” But, Stockwood said that the UN
should be harsher and should put pressure on UN special rapporteurs
and officials to be able to enter Bahrain again.
Moreover, she shared her personal experience of attempting to enter
Bahrain, saying: “Khaled and I tried to enter Bahrain for more than five
years, and the case was dismissed. It is ironic that Nabil ended a twoyear sentence because he told the media that journalists and NGOs were
banned from entering Bahrain. These are facts that we can continue to
insist on. I think it is not illogical to ask the Special Rapporteur on torture
to enter the prison to meet Abdul Hadi, Naji Fateel, Nabil and others, and
to see the actual evidence of torture; they are still malnourished inside the
prison, in addition to the presence of prisoners suffering from chronic
diseases, however, they’re still being tortured, something really cruel.”
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First Panel
Human Rights Defenders in Bahrain

Mohammad Najem

- Co-founder of Social Media Exchange (SMEX).
- Cyber activist.

Mohammed Najem, the founder of SMEX, explained the importance
of the Internet in political life in Bahrain and the region, and he said:”
When we talk about social media, we sometimes think of it as a virtual
space or a virtual place, but really it is not, it’s an extension of real life. I
was looking at the numbers in terms of internet penetration, and I found
that Bahrain has a 77% rate of Internet penetration, which indicates that
most societies are already online, looking for the political vision in the
Gulf in general. In Bahrain, there was no civil space before 2011, not
totally, of course, Bahrain was better than other countries, better than
Saudi Arabia in this matter. The Internet is the place where people discuss,
exchange, and get to know each other. This is not just about Bahrain, but
about the region as a whole; when the Arab Spring happened, we noticed
that everyone was using the Internet. It’s actually real life, where people
interact and express themselves.’’
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Also, Najem gave advice to human rights defenders on how to use
social media sites. In response to Boukaouit’s question, “How can
defenders protect themselves on these platforms?” He said: “This is a
difficult question that has different approaches. The first one is that we
have seen many regulations that have taken place in the Arab region and
the Gulf region in particular. There were approximately 12 or 13 laws
related to the cybercrimes that occurred between 2012 and 2016, most of
which happened in the Gulf. They charge and criminalize people for using
Twitter, or even for using their own phones. Until yesterday, a similar case
occurred; a woman from Kuwait fled the country because she had spoken
something about God. She has committed two crimes, mainly, contempt
for religion, and cellphone abuse. This means there is a misuse of phones
in most Gulf countries. So, the first approach is, since difficult and harsh
laws exist in these countries, to pressure the international organizations

and countries that claim to protect freedom of expression. The second
approach is personal use, and to what extent we can protect ourselves,
we need to know how to use the Internet. It is about individual use and
individual lifestyle in adopting these technologies; it is an activity that is
dealt with daily. As for the third approach, it is about companies. These
companies have a big responsibility, and when I talk about companies, I
mean Uber, Facebook, Twitter, Netflix, and others; all these companies
are already very active in the region. We are using them when doing
everything; I come today Morning by Uber, I will also leave by Uber, and
then I will go to post about this day on Facebook. I mean that everything
we do today online is actually done through these companies. But, this
is a problem because these companies have their laws, they are not free,
they are not civil space, and they send the data we use to other companies.
When it comes to the Gulf, we saw a lot of cases, and there was a rumor
about Twitter’s expulsion of someone in 2013 because they suspected his
work with Saudi intelligence. Twitter getting such things is a problem,
and we saw this in Netflix as well, when it responded to the laws of Saudi
Arabia and banned an episode in which Mr. Hassan Munaj was critical
of the Saudi crown prince; this is also an important issue in how Netflix
comply with the laws of Saudi Arabia, knowing that Saudi Arabia is not
a signatory to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
or any UN resolution. Moreover, we need to challenge companies, press
them again, talk to them, speak to lawmakers, and make sure that if these
companies deal with certain governments, these governments have to
abide by the minimum human rights and freedom of expression.”
On the other hand, Najem answered Boukaouit’s question about his
information on the international organizations’ next steps to protect
human rights defenders who are active online, by saying: “We always
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need to be innovative, and we have to test new things. I think bringing
trade to human rights is a good thing we can start with, by establishing
an international boycott of arms deals. Sometimes these things work, yet
sometimes they don’t, and I think we have to try new things, like building
new relationships and putting more pressure on these companies. We
have to be able to make some change of this kind because I think we have
reached a point where asking states to respect human rights is no longer
useful; simply, they don’t care. We always have to find small places to go
to, test, and see what we can do, and sometimes, there are people in these
systems who we can deal with, and I was lucky here in Lebanon to meet
these people, but I’m not sure about that in the Gulf. I suppose there are
a few people in the Gulf that we can work with or think about the help
that they can offer; we can find them through trade or the media since
we need to expand our goals and our audience.”
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Ahmad Al-Wadaei

- Director of Advocacy at BIRD.
- was involved in the 2011 anti-government protests at Pearl Roundabout in Manama
and was severely beaten when security forces stormed the roundabout on February 17.
-In July 2012, he left Bahrain for the UK where the courts granted him political asylum

The director of the Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD),
Ahmad Al-Wadaei, participated in the first session of the conference
through a videotape in which he talked about his personal experience and
the impact of his work on his family, and he said: “In October 2016, I
was involved in a protest against the King of Bahrain. The King was on
an official visit to the British Prime Minister Theresa May, and while he
was in his motorcade and about to enter Downing Street, I was there in
the protest, approached and then threw myself at his car; this was a real
confusion for the king and an embarrassment to his visit, and he really
did not expect that. The police arrested me after a few minutes. I was very
happy because I did an act that could bring the victims’ voices of hope to
the king. I saw thousands of demonstrators in the country subjected to
brutal human rights violations, and who were subjected to various forms of
torture after the elimination of the demonstrations and the imprisonment
of the members of the opposition; the situation was very serious. I am
a victim of torture, and many of you know that I was beaten by police
officers in 2011, and then imprisoned for reporting to the media.”
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Regarding the impact of that on his family members, he talked about
the arrest of his wife, saying:” Every action that I’ll do will have serious
consequences, and this time the consequences didn’t only affect me but
affected my family members as well. The first victims were my wife and
my 18-month-old baby girl. They were supposed to return from their
short journey in Bahrain to London again, but they were arrested. I
was supposed to wake up in the morning to receive her at the airport
but instead, I woke up to a call from her mother crying and saying that
they have arrested my wife and my little girl and that they have been
mistreated, and told me that she was on her way to the place of detention.
It was a terrible moment for me, a nightmare that I never expected. After
that, I met with my wife and a human rights defender. She said that she
was forcibly interrogated, pulled out of the airport, the child was taken
by force and that she was told that they would bring her husband, the

animal, referring to me. Also, they told her that if she thought of talking
about what happened to her in detention, she should forget to leave this
country, and that they would charge her with a charge that would enable
them to imprison her for three years, such as assaulting a female officer,
and that they could easily do so.”
He went on talking about the torture of his brother-in-law and his
family saying:” In March, my brother-in-law, Nizar, 18 years old, was
arrested with his mother, Mrs. Hajar Mansour, 49 years old, and one of
my cousins. They were all subjected to horrific torture and, unfortunately,
they were sentenced to three years in prison on false charges related to
planting a fake bomb.”
Al-Wadaei pointed out how the international community handled his
case saying: “Torture was the only way to get confessions from them. This
was subjected to international criticism; organizations such as Amnesty
International, Human Rights Watch, and even the UN condemned these
reprisals. The last thing that happened was the announcement by the UN
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention that my family members have
been arbitrarily detained. We thought this would give us some hope, but
in fact, for the first time, I was designated as a terrorist by the authorities,
and this was a direct result of the UN declaration.”
Al-Wadaei continued his speech with a heartbreak, that showed how
he was touched by his defense of rights in Bahrain, saying: “I hope that
my testimony today will be necessary. As activists, when we are in exile
and continue to reveal what is happening inside our country, this should
not result in the imprisonment and torture of my family members, the
abolition of my citizenship, and even the prevention of my child born
on October 2017 from having citizenship. The next generation won’t feel
the belonging to the homeland. I hope that the international community,
human rights organizations, as well as the government, take responsibility
and have genuine respect for human rights.
35

Second panel
The International Community’s Positions
on Human Rights Violations in Bahrain

36

Moderated by Annie Game

Executive Director at IFEX.
- A global network that defends and promotes freedom of expression and
information as a fundamental human right.
- Ex-Executive Director at Canadian Journalists for Free Expression.

IFEX executive director, Annie Game, opened the second
panel, the International Community’s Positions on
Human Rights Violations in Bahrain, and raised the most
important question about what actions the international
community should take to address this situation, knowing
that the Human Rights Council has issued a number of
statements in recent years demanding that Bahrain end the
deterioration of the human rights situation in the country.
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Second panel
Th TheInternationalCommunity’sPositionsonHumanRightsViolationsinBahrain

Devin Kenney

- Amnesty International’s Gulf researcher.
-Experience in Bahrain for two years.

Amnesty International’s researcher, Devin Kenney, began by talking
about the symbolism of Bahrain’s presence in the Human Rights Council,
and he continued by saying that: “ We note that this position is totally
inappropriate (Bahrain’s election to the Human Rights Council), at a time
when many people violate human rights and have poor records. Concerning
the concrete and practical actions that can be taken, we can work on the
strategic objectives. To begin with, we have to exclude it (Bahrain) from the
Council, and this can happen through a majority vote in the United Nations,
and we must deliver a strong message and focus on what threshold we don’t
want to cross. It’s written in the Security Council resolutions that members
of the council are expected to be under a particular level of scrutiny during
the duration of their membership upon the council. So, we should focus on
the details of the work of these organizations and their operations and know
what is happening in the local records in terms of human rights; international
organizations should, as much as possible, ensure that the Security Council
is implementing its mandate and looking at the records of its members.”
In response to Game’s question about the repercussions of Trump
administration’s decision to abolish the ban on F16 fighter jets created by
the Obama administration, he said:” the Bahraini government doesn’t use
high-quality military equipment to suppress its citizens, and as for this
equipment, it has an important role to play in the war on Yemen, and the
F16 could be a concern.” He added: “what Bahrain is doing today is arresting
people, denying their right to a fair trial, as well as mistreating them during
interrogation in prison.” Also, regarding the danger of the F16, he said: “the
problem of F16 is essential and worth focusing on in the long term. It could
have horrific consequences if Bahrain enters into a bad situation like other
countries in the region where the government was, in fact, using dangerous,
high-quality military equipment against its citizens. So, we tend to focus on
this narrow type of country where public opinion is affected by these issues.
I think Bahrain won’t change by going abroad. It can only be changed by
working within Bahrain by citizens. ”
He continued: “highlighting the picture in Bahrain depends on the public
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and particularly the Internet. We all have to consider where we can be effective
and how, and in an organization like Amnesty International, which I represent,
we are more effective in our audience, and we focus on public opinion.”
As for the UK and US diplomatic role in Bahrain, Kenney said: “I reviewed
the language used by the United States and the United Kingdom before this
conference, and yes, the United Kingdom is diplomatically rude. We have
mentioned several times the US positions on the case of Nabeel Rajab, and
they were limited to expressing concern. They did not criticize anyone, did not
mention any violations of rights or laws, and did not even demand his release.
But, if we look at the positions of the United Kingdom on Nabil Rajab and Sheikh
Ali Salman, we found that they demanded their freedom without any conditions,
regardless of whether they have been convicted in Bahraini courts, which is, in
fact, the same position as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. As
for the United States, it’s not about changing an opinion, but it’s about aligning
policies with the language used. For the UK, we don’t see any sense of shame
even in the language used, and that certainly deserves attention. I don’t think
that an alliance with the Bahraini government would be particularly palatable
to the British public, if polled, and therefore, we see the rampant silence in the
UK’s policies, as well as a high level of the brazenness of the British politicians in
defending Bahrain; this is surprising and requires serious work as well. ”
Regarding working on international mechanisms that contribute to the
continued defense of human rights in Bahrain, Kenney said: “In the last few
years I have had a meeting with some UN jurists in Geneva, and there I have
been pushing them to issue statements critical of Bahrain’s practices. They said,
‘we have issued statements to Bahrain more than other countries relatively.’ So,
I don’t think it is right to say that the UN was silent regarding Bahrain. The
professional bureaucracy for human rights, at least if not the Council, aren’t
silent, they have spoken out loud and criticized, and they’ve been excellent.
Therefore, we must continue to do so, but if we think, tactically, as we move
forward, we have to expand further. Again, the concepts of Parliament may
be a smart way to consider. But, initially, we already have the United Nations
in Geneva on our side, and we have to go further.”
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Second panel
Th TheInternationalCommunity’sPositionsonHumanRightsViolationsinBahrain

Brian Dooley

- Senior Advisor at Human Rights First.
-worked previously as Head of Media for Amnesty
International in London and Dublin.

Brian Dooley, Senior Advisor at Human Rights First, started his speech
in the second panel of the Conference, Bahrain: 8 years of repression
under international silence, by talking about the status of Bahrain’s case at
the United Nations, and he said: “We need to undertake collective reform
within the Human Rights Council to accept members who effectively
respect human rights. In Bahrain and other countries, we have noticed
for several years the acceptance of people who had a record of violations.
Today, I am thinking of four or five international initiatives undertaken
in recent years in Bahrain, of which the most significant one hasn’t come
from the Human Rights Council. The United States has tried to pass some
resolutions, and it has talked about an issue affecting Bahrain in free
trade agreements. Also, earlier, Switzerland had tried to refer to this issue
at the United Nations. I think the Bahraini government has learned that
it only needs to pretend to be interested for a short time. The Bassiouni
Committee was an example of this, because of international pressure, the
ruling family of Bahrain was pushed to the committee, in a very critical
report on what it had made during 2011. Also, it promised to implement
all of its recommendations, which had not already been implemented,
because the enthusiasm and pressure that had occurred at the outset had
now faded. It waited for time to pass, and for the world to lose interest,
so, I think international pressure can do something, but in fact, it hasn’t
worked for a long time.”
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Regarding the United States and its role in the human rights file, he
said: “I think the US government is ignoring the human rights violations
taking place in Bahrain, and it hasn’t stopped the Trump administration,
and I expect it to indicate that things were quite good under the Obama
administration, and now they’re not. Until the end of 2011, Congress had
stopped the sale of large arms proposed by the Obama administration to

Bahrain. After that, there had been an embargo on the sale of weapons
to Bahrain to both the army and the Interior Ministry. Then, the Obama
administration lifted the arms embargo on the Bahraini military, by
citing false human rights reforms. So, things look worse than they were
two years ago. They were fine in the past years. But, I don’t know if the
United States will do the right thing, and it is up to Congress; we all know
that we are looking for a glimmer of hope on this matter, and there may
be some things that may arise in this regard, especially after the killing of
Khashoggi, which changed the equation. I am not sure whether we know
what has happened so far, but I do not know how it will happen. However,
I know that Bahrain will try as much as possible to get rid of this situation,
and Congress will try to fight with the White House on the signing of
these contracts, and on Yemen’s case, specifically. Now, if we can expand
that conversation into what about Bahrain, what about Egypt, I think that
is possible. So, I think there is some hope that Congress may partly renew
its interest in Bahrain because there are political points that it may make
against the administration, which may be in our favor. Moreover, in other
countries, it’s not just about the human rights council or the White House,
it’s about the US Congress to use an active player, and I think that other
countries’ Parliaments should probably also get more of our attention.
Parliaments at all or every member of parliament, I think there is some
sympathy for what we’re trying to do among individual parliamentarians
in the European Parliament and some other parliaments, and I think it’s
probably a good idea for us to redirect attention on those coming.”
Dooley said: “For the first time in generations, questions that haven’t
been asked before are being raised because of Khashoggi’s murder, but
how likely is the United States to see such young people. Is it true that
they have abuses around the world? Yes, we believe that, because that was
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configured. But, this is a debate that is taking place in Washington today,
and it has never happened before. Today, we see the administration and
others behaving and working on the kind of Cold War that took place
in 1970 so that those who have to do with Iran are directly expelled,
and you know, in the past days, anyone against the Soviet Union was
on our side. So, back to that scenario, I mean it was Congress that
overcame some of this nonsense. Among the first things I worked on
was apartheid in South Africa. The Reagan administration wanted to
continue to work as usual in political support to avoid the apartheid
regime, and the Congress was the one who overcame it, so, maybe I see
some kind of division forming such a Congress in the United States and
parliaments in other countries.”
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On how the special rapporteurs work, Dooley said: “Special
Rapporteurs can only go to a country at the invitation of that country.
I mean there’s a gray area there, where there’s someone else inside the
country or something that can urge them to go to lecture. But, you
know that the Special Rapporteur is not supposed to go to a country
unless invited to do so. However, I don’t think we should necessarily be
passive about it. Representatives from other countries and international
organizations can suddenly emerge. I went last year with the Danish
Parliament to Bahrain, and I expected that we would not be allowed
in, and indeed, we could not, but that made a fuss. I wonder if that
happens every week; if a Member of Parliament from a different country
or an international organization does not have permission and suddenly
appears at the airport. This will put a lot of pressure on them, and they
will have to reconsider in a way that makes them do it. So, we have to
wait for permission; we can suddenly come and say what you will do now
as we came.”

Regarding practicing pressure, he said: “governments or even
parliaments can instruct their ambassadors in Bahrain to ask for
permission to visit human rights defenders in prisons. I don’t think they
will be granted such permission, but they have to make these requests
formally especially in the countries that requested it; I mean the United
States, for example, was one of them, when it said that Nabil should not
be in jail, and it makes sense for the US ambassador at least to ask for a
visit and see them; if Bahrain is going to keep them in prison, then at least
allow the ambassadors to go and visit those prisoners and talk to them.
There aren’t many embassies in Bahrain, and many of these embassies are
responsible for Bahrain but are present in Saudi Arabia. But, apart from
that, I think parliamentarians should be pushed to urge ambassadors to
try to reach a twisting human rights prison.”
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Second panel
Th TheInternationalCommunity’sPositionsonHumanRightsViolationsinBahrain

Aya Majzoub

- Researcher at Human Rights Watch.
- Ex-Deputy Head of Digital Investigations.
-Investigating War Crimes and Crimes against Humanity in conflict and post-conflict
areas, and establishing individual criminal accountability for high-level perpetrators.

Human Rights Watch researcher, Aya Majzoub, said: “The same
political forces that play their international role also play a role in the
Human Rights Council. Unfortunately, authority, power, and money
dominate human rights. Therefore, ensuring that the issue of Bahrain
is brought up depends on human rights defenders, and depends on us,
too. Between 2011 and 2015, we had several successes when five joint
statements on the Bahrain issue were released. Switzerland headed these
statements, and they were signed by all the EU member states, as well as
the US. However, the problem today is that Switzerland has lost interest
in taking the lead in Bahrain, and we haven’t been able to find another
country that’s willing to do so. If there is a joint statement on Bahrain,
and if there is a country that would like to handle Bahrain’s case, then
substantial support would be provided, and many countries would be
interested in Bahrain’s issue. I believe that all Member States are likely
to sign such statements. The real problem is in finding the state that is
willing to take this initiative. In many other cases, many small countries
were ready to make such an initiative. For example, New Zealand has
taken the case of Cambodia, and Iceland, the case of the Philippines. So,
I think we should try to find a country that stands with human rights
defenders in Bahrain, to take the initiative now, unfortunately, after
Switzerland abandoned it.”
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In response to the question of the IFEX Executive Director Annie
Game about the unsustainability of the commitment of some countries to
the Bahrain issue, Majzoub said: “the joint statements are just statements,
which are read and signed by many countries, and they address human
rights concerns, and then call on Bahrain to take some reforms. They’re
not binding. So, all the five joint statements that we’ve seen have called
on Bahrain to do exactly the same things. They demanded the release of

political prisoners, the cessation of violence, the implementation of the
recommendations of the Bassiouni Commission, the accountability of
those responsible for violence and other acts... All five statements have
mentioned the same things. However, Bahrain has not implemented any
of these recommendations. Therefore, these statements work if they lead
to an actual change, or if they lead to resolutions issued by the Human
Rights Council, but they did not lead to any decision or action taken.”
In a discussion on the role of the United States in the Bahrain issue,
she said: “I think that raising human rights concerns about the big arms
deals by the US to Bahrain is an obvious signal that they don’t care about
human rights in Bahrain. I mean in the past year, the State Department
agreed to complete five major weapons sales to Bahrain. I mean, sure
these particular items might not be used in their ongoing repression, but
it’s a clear sign for all Bahraini human rights defenders that the US and
Trump’s administration are not on their side, when they’re conducting
business as usual with the country, that’s repressing its own people:
torturing dissidents and denying them of due process. I think that they
have significant implications even internally. It also sends a message to
human rights defenders in Bahrain, not to wait for US support, and also
to the Bahraini authorities, that they can continue to oppress their people
and keep on torturing them. The United States will ignore that and run
its business as usual. I think we should focus on investigating countries
that sell arms to Bahrain, and try as much as possible to pressure them
to prevent those arms sales as a means of influence. It’s one of the only
ways of leverage that these countries have over Bahrain. Also, I think that
it’s our role to try to use these big arms sales to ask countries like the UK
and the US to make a link between human rights conditions in Bahrain
and the big weapons sales.”
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In response to a question by IFEX Executive Director Annie Game
about steps that could be taken to reach out to the Special Commissioner
for Human Rights, she said: “it is difficult to know what influence other
countries have on Bahrain, but at least Bahrain didn’t abide by the joint
statements issued by the Human Rights Council calling on Bahrain to
establish the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in
Bahrain to have a presence in the country. Another example, I think you
know it well, was when British parliamentarians wrote a letter to Saudi
Arabia asking to be allowed to visit the women’s prison to talk to a female
prisoner. I don’t know how Saudi Arabia reacted, but this issue caused
a media hype. These messages, public messages from journalists, or
parliamentarians from the European Union or Congress, women or men,
asking for access to Bahrain, might make a difference. Also, strangely
enough, Bahrain has a poor human rights record, yet they respond to all
cases against it by organizations such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty
International, and various parliaments. As you know, they will never say
that we’re issuing a statement in response to our criticism. But, sometimes
they always respond on Instagram, which is a bit strange. As you also
know, they responded to the international community after Nabil’s case;
I mean, you probably don’t believe what the issues are, you know they
called him a liar, and they called other people terrorists. So, obviously, we
won’t take it in terms of how they respond, but they have responded to
almost every claim against them. So, I think there is a lot of pressure that
we can use in Bahrain in very general ways, and I think this might change
their calculations. But, so far, we have not seen a concerted effort by the
international community to demand access to Bahrain. So, maybe this is
something we can work on with the new Congress, and perhaps this is
something we can work on with the European Parliament.
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Furthermore, you know that many of them know that the Irish
Parliament also issued a statement before the election expressing concern.
So, some international representatives have expressed some kind of
interest and willingness to work on Bahrain’s issue. I think we need
more of that, and we demand that special rapporteurs and international
delegations be allowed to visit Bahrain and Bahrain be forced to respond
to these requests.”
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Third Panel
Bahrain’s Civil and Political Space
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Moderated by Ariel Plotkin

-Advisory Board BCHR
-Human Rights Researcher and Activist
-Formerly head of the Bahrain desk at Amnesty International

Ariel Plotkin, a member of the Advisory Board of the
Bahrain Center for Human Rights, gave a presentation on
the main points of the third panel “Civil and Political Space”.
In this context, she presented the general situation of this
space as the authority confronted the political opposition,
Al-Wefaq and Waad, and silenced human rights defenders.
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Third Panel
 Bahrain’s Civil and Political Spac

Joe Stork

Advisory Board BCHR (Bahrain Center for Human Rights)
- Ex Director of the Middle East Division at Human Rights Watch, Member of
BCHR & GCHR Advisory Board.
-Human rights expert in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.

Joe Stork, a member of the Advisory Board of the Bahrain Center for
Human Rights and the Gulf Center for Human Rights, started the third
panel of the conference by answering a question raised by Plotkin on the
possibility of opening the civil space in Bahrain. He began with a historical
account of the role of civil society in Bahrain as a preface to his answer.
He said: “The silence we are talking about is not international silence.
The silence that occurs in Bahrain is a forced silence, and this is not the
first time that civil society has been silenced in Bahrain. When I started
working in Bahrain during my first visit in 1996, it was the beginning; the
early years of the so-called Bahraini uprising, and it also had context. I
mean that if we go back to that period now, we will find that Bahrain was
unlike the rest of the Gulf countries; Bahrain had an active civil society,
including trade unions and others. Periods of repression under the British
rule and then under the independence of the Al Khalifa monarchy or it
wasn’t a monarchy until 2000, but, the emirate, as you know, was closely
episodic. However, after 1975, in particular, it became firm. Then, after
the Iranian Revolution in 1981, the situation was a real desert in terms of
the same political activity with severe repression. I mean, frankly, what is
going on today is not the same as what was happening from 1981 to 1995
or almost 1999. Now, what has changed is that I think what had to be
done to some extent is the international context, especially the regional
context, so what we saw in 1993 94 95 and what allowed us to turn it
into the intifada (uprising) was the so-called petition movement, where
people like Sheikh Al-Jamri and others were leading massive marches
of people who have abandoned the division. I mean, they weren’t just
Shia, or maybe even the majority was not Shia. I don’t know I wasn’t
there at the time, but they indeed were components of society, who were
going to show a petition to the Emir for significant reforms, the most
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important of which was an elected parliament. Again, we recall, in 1973,
there was an election to a Parliament in Bahrain. Now, the elections have
been restricted, where the number of seats was appointed rather than
elected and so on. But, it was an experiment that did not exist in most
other countries except Kuwait. So, this was a demand for parliament for
democratic expression, and this was not entirely new; it was renewed in
the context of what happened in 1989-1990, the period of Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait, and the liberation of Kuwait by the US-led coalition, that
was because in that context the demands that were put on Kuwait for
liberation existed, so, the Bahrainis took that and remembered that at that
time, and there was a lot of exchange between civil society and political
actors between Bahrain and Kuwait, and Bahrain and UAE, and so on.
So, in this context, in my view, civil society was active in Bahrain in the
early and mid-1990s. It was this context that led to reforms when the king
came to power after his father’s death after meeting with the US defense
secretary, but I think this is a coincidence... The reforms to the National
Charter and others in 2000 and 2001, unfortunately, were indeed high
points in this activity. The fruits of this activity were because, in 2002,
the king had seized this new constitution, and unilaterally enforced it,
which was a huge and very restrictive problem in many ways. Then, until
2011, we had a conflict over the terms of this new constitution, the issue
of elections, and whether to participate or not.”
Therefore, Stork considered that practicing political rights by civil
society and in political activism is essential in Bahrain because it has
a history that makes it truly distinct from the rest of the Gulf and even
internationally.
In a separate context, Stork presented the political scene in Bahrain
by explaining the course of the elections, saying:” The elections have
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been highly problematic starting from 1973. But, during the last decade
or two, one of the issues has been that one of the critical features of
the imposed constitution in 2002 was the fact that it created these two
chambers, in which one would elect 40 members. The other 40 would
also be appointed to the Shura Council. So, it was set automatically, and
this was utterly incompatible with the fact that it would be the national
charter. But, what led to the end of the uprising in 2000 and 2001 is the
agreement to form a parliament, not to appoint half of it, but there will
be an elected parliament which is the right of the Bahraini people. So,
this was a violation by the king and the ruling family. This became an
issue in the 2003 elections when Al-Wefaq and other parties decided
not to participate in 2002, I think, because, in 2006, Al Wefaq, political
societies, and other political parties participated, as did other opposition
political communities. There was a considerable representation of AlWefaq in the elected assemblies. This is due to a fundamental problem
that is not confined to Bahrain, but it seems noticeable in Bahrain, which
sets electoral boundaries so that the election results are cooked. This
means that the victories of Al-Wefaq in some areas will not compensate
for the voices of the Sunni pro-government rural people. Therefore, this
system is highly flawed, and from the beginning, we noticed these ideas,
and this was not corrected in the last elections. What was new in the
latest elections is that the leading opposition societies, Al Wefaq and
Waad, had been outlawed and dissolved by the government forcibly, and
not only that, but the members of those societies were not allowed to run
as independents in this 2018 election. So again, my question is: elections?
Were there elections in 2018?”
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In conclusion, Stork referred to the issue of special rapporteurs by
saying:” The Special Rapporteur on torture was supposed to visit Bahrain

in the aftermath of 2011, in fact, a date was set, and an invitation was
requested. The date was set, and then at the last minute, they said it was
a bad time; something was going on under some election or whatever.
They postponed it, they agreed on a new date, and weeks before the
new date, they pulled it back again. The Special Rapporteur, who was
then Juan Mendez clearly and publicly and with the full support of the
Commission on Human Rights, said that it was clear that the Bahrainis
were canceling his invitation. This is the case even, as you know, we can
talk about private correspondents, but, at the end of the day, they are very
limited under the current circumstances - issuing statements as they did
as well as working groups on different situations. But unfortunately, that’s
the limit.”
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Third Panel
 Bahrain’s Civil and Political Spac

Drewery Dyke

A Member of SALAM
- Worked as a Researcher for Amnesty International between 1999 and 2017
-His work on Afghanistan addressed violations by US, Canadian and European
forces; the Afghan secret service as well as the Taliban forces.
-Worked on women’s health care in Angola, Madagascar and Mozambique

The representative of the SALAM organization, Drewery Dyke, started
by talking about political support for civil society: “We note that there is
little or no political support for the usual expectation, perhaps to some
extent, there are the European Union, some parliaments, etc., but they’re
not so great. We’ve talked about the difficulties that we’re facing with the
United Kingdom and the United States as well.”
He described the civil society in Bahrain as torn, and he added: “It
is a lie to claim that there is a civil society movement in Bahrain and
as Sheikh Maitham said earlier, yes, there are groups that work very
restrictively. So, I would like us to work in a coordinated way and avoid
some of the pitfalls. You know that Brian talked about the Human Rights
Council, a kind of long-term engagement to try to get easy victories,
and as Martin Luther King said in one of his statements, we should seize
the opportunity; it’s incumbent upon us. To the friends and activists
participating today, and to some of whom are not with us today; no one
is going to help the Bahrainis. Therefore, we have to coordinate how
we will work together, and at this afternoon’s session, we have to think
together about serious steps to work on; we must attend this civil battle,
let us take it to the authorities, in the hope that this will prove to them
that the process of closing down civil society will be a dead-end process,
and will bring more pressure on the government. We have to think of
ways to address that.”
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In introducing some proposals, Dyke said: “We need a unified
agreement to make a complaint. Not like a 1503 and one of the confidential
complaints to the Human Rights Council but, perhaps, one that’s public
and open to the members of the Human Rights Council regarding the
review of the members’ behavior in respect to human rights and I think
you have seen a number of issues that we would like to raise. Devin

mentioned some of the formalities and ways in which these things can
happen. I think it is unrealistic for the Human Rights Council to have
forty-seven people, whoever its members. Let’s say in our wildest dreams
they find against Bahrain, and then that vote is transferred to the General
Assembly; it’s such a long shot. However, I think it’s achievable through
unified action through all the groups that are in this room, to present
a strong case to the members of the Human Rights Council itself that
one of the members elected in October 2018 is wrong in every way. Not
to address the more significant issues that Brian talked about earlier,
including all the flaws and the mechanisms, about how this state party
and Saudi Arabia are members of that body until this year. But, the issues
that we’ve been raising in one unified document in a joint action with
some presentation are concrete in the human rights council if led by the
Bahrain Center; I think we don’t have a better organization that we can
all come under to take part in such an initiative. This is something that
I would like to see as a concrete action to bring Bahrain back on the
agenda.”
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Third Panel
 Bahrain’s Civil and Political Spac

Fadi Al-Qadi

-Advisory Board BCHR
- Co-founded the Amman-based Center for Defending Freedom of Journalists
Advocacy and civil society consultant.
-Ex HRW’s advocacy and communication director MENA region as well HRW’s
EX Spokesman in the MENA region and Arab World.

Human rights expert Fadi al-Qadi gave an overview of the Bahraini
case, and he said: “We focus on the regional context and see things in
terms of partial but not total, where international scrutiny about Bahrain
is required and essential and has always been helpful in understanding
the impasse at the regional level, which is the micro-level. Therefore,
there is no Arab solidarity with the Bahraini issue and what is going on.
I think I would prefer to use the term erasure since, you know, the civic
space been erased rather than just closed or declined. It is where people
associate, express, assemble and engage in peaceful and meaningful
activities; this has gone again at the micro-level, the regional context, and
also it’s because we have significant powers in the UAE and Saudi Arabia;
Egypt is not necessarily dominating it. Now, the UAE’s position is much
stronger than the Saudi’s position after involvement in Jamal Khashoggi’s
murder. Nevertheless, it is not standardized at all, we do not necessarily
see, and Khaled may disagree with this, but we do not see a good number
of Arab human rights institutions, NGOs, and civil society. Organizations
are stepping forward to support the Bahraini law, but, the same context
applies to other countries as well; we do not see many of them backing the
Syrian cause, Egyptian cause, and human rights defenders. It is like this is
the case in this region. This is very deep for the civil society movement,
human rights defenders, and institutions in the Arab region.”
On the other hand, he discussed alternatives to peaceful expression,
explaining: “I think there is a critical issue of looking at alternatives within
Bahrain itself. Civil society in its work tries as much as possible to be
peaceful, and this is what we are focusing on as human rights defenders;
we are always talking about giving support to the civil society regarding
the rights of expression, assembly, and peaceful association. These are the
dangers that I think we can no longer endure, and perhaps, practically,
we are unable to offer a peaceful, convincing, and mutually beneficial
alternative to the tens of thousands of young people and political activists
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who see a dead end everywhere. There is nowhere to move, and I would
also like to recapture what are the main facets of the erasure or closure
of civic space. In July, last year, the government of Bahrain submitted its
first report to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. As
you know, the usual themes of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights are closely linked to freedom of expression and assembly;
even though the government report was very detailed describing the socalled human rights measures, procedures, and laws implemented by the
government. I think we should all look at the Committee’s observations
on this report. I consider it a very articulate document of the state of the
civic space in Bahrain; they talk, and they were descriptive in terms of
using examples and cases to the maximum extent. Thanks to Bahraini
human rights organizations in the community, they talked about issues
that go beyond even the traditional debate on freedom of assembly,
association, and expression. They spoke of retaliation as a critical and
necessary element to close this civic space because people are not active,
and they have no freedom to move inside this space because of reprisals.
You don’t go to the UN Human Rights Council, and as what happened
with Naji Fatil, if you go, you will be imprisoned, threatened, harassed,
etc. Also, they talked about the impact of military tribunals; the military
tribunals are also a destructive element in this context. We know what a
military tribunal means; it is an indicator of unfair trials and brutality.
For the first time, I haven’t reviewed every piece of document that these
committees within the UN system have produced, but they’re talking about
digital rights, a new concept introduced by live webcasting. When you
close that space, you can also complete that by closing the online sphere
deliberately, thus denying digital rights and what they do, and Internet
access, censorship, and punishment like what happened with Nabil and
many other activists who tweeted or used the online sphere for expression.
One of the Committee concerns also went beyond retaliation, which
is the death penalty; the death penalty and counterterrorism measures
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applied by the Bahraini government are sorts of a combination and a full
description of issues that are contributing to the imminent closure of civic
space in Bahrain. This is a precious document and presented through
an overview of the state of civic space by the Bahrain Human Rights
Commission. Where do we go from that? I would like to make a second
sermon, and probably this conversation should happen with our Bahraini
colleagues, and in France, since the imminent closure of the civic space
is cruel, it’s huge, really huge. Talking about Bahrain in isolation of the
regional context is impossible. We have to talk about Saudi Arabia and the
UAE and what is going on in this context. But, on the other hand, there
is some kind of alternative that we are trying to promote within Bahraini
society, and it seems less effective than in the past. This is a question I
admit that I do not have an immediate answer to, but it is worth studying.”
In response to Plotkin’s question on how to redefine political pluralism
in Bahrain, Al-Qadi said: “How can Bahrain be considered anyway as a
country that allows diversity, pluralism, and tolerance when the other is
not sitting at the table, and I resent any sectarian division. There may be a
sectarian division, but here we are basically talking about it if people and
representatives of society are by no means allowed to speak, and speaking is
not a political term. Speaking means: expressing opinions within channels
that are being open to the public. They can access information freely, and
the state’s role should guarantee that. They can assemble and sit in a meeting
to discuss the affairs of the state without fear or intimidation, and they
can associate. Association is simple; instead of dissolving Al-Wefaq and
Waad, let people establish their own political parties. The Bahrain Center
should not be banned anymore and should be allowed to operate freely.
So, it’s a tricky question. Pluralism is not only a political representation
of different segments of society; as Joe or maybe Drewery said, it’s also
an economical representation of the diverse interest within the society,
because if you look at Bahrain now, at least on social media, specifically
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on Twitter, because that’s where people are expressing their opinions, you
will see thousands of people setting up databases that ‘we are unemployed
and there are no jobs, and the Bahraini state is not offering anything’.
There is an economic crisis, and this crisis is mainly due to the political
crisis. When people lose their input in the state’s economic choices, which
is happening in other countries in the region like Jordan where I come
from, then you automatically become less capable of practicing political
decisions or vice versa. Bahrain is not excluded; it is part of that; it is not
a rich country, but even in rich countries such as Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates, there is an economic collapse, mainly due to the
lack of transparency, participation, and so on. Again, that issue of political
diversity is not an issue that can be segregated from the problems that we
have been talking about since this morning in terms of civic space, human
rights defenders, viability of civil society organization and the micro and
macro levels, where international and regional contexts are in alignment
with the advancement of these goals.”
In conclusion, Al-Qadi addressed a letter to all national human rights
institutions saying that: “I think we need to be very clear, bravely clear,
about the hopes that were in the 90s, late 90s, or early 2000s, about the
independent role of these institutions which is false now by all means.
What we should be concerned with is to minimize the damage that these
institutions, and I’m speaking very honestly, might cause to our processes
in documenting a sort of defense of human rights. Also, what we should
consider, in the near future, not only as a Bahraini context, but, probably
as a pan-Arab or regional context, is to work on revising the procedures
for engaging national institutions on the international level. For instance,
they are allocated to the UPR and recognized as an integral component in
this society. This needs to change other things about their work, impact,
and so on. It won’t happen if we don’t start doing that now.”
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Panel Discussions

IFEX Executive Director, Annie Game, took the initiative of opening
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A discussion on the content of the conference “Bahrain: 8 years of
Repression Under International Silence” so, the human rights activist,
Rabih Youssef warned that: “ The Bahraini government is using public
relations companies to escape international accountability and get rid of
the constraints that can be exerted by the international community, and
this happens in many countries, including the United States and European
countries. Consequently, the Bahraini government pays large sums in this
regard. To be more precise and clear, there is great frustration with the
international community’s positions towards the Bahraini government.
The oppression in Bahrain can be seen by the eye, heard by the ear, and
transmitted by television screens.” Also, he commented on what Mr.
Ibrahim said by saying that: “We have a problem in understanding the
pressure tools on the Bahraini government, particularly the American and
British administrations; these governments have great interests. I believe
that civil society organizations in America, Britain, and other countries
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that are human rights advocates should put pressure on the powerful forces
within American, British, or European society to stop this repression. Now,
in Bahrain, defenders are prosecuted, and political leaders are also thrown
down in prisons. I think that Sheikh Ali Salman is one of those who have
repeatedly been demanding dialogue and tolerance. He is now in prison for
a very serious crime in the Bahraini tradition, which is the communication
with the government of Qatar, and the United States is a partner in this
matter. Consequently, this is a moral and humanitarian responsibility of the
international community, and it must disassociate itself from its strategic
and political interests in the Gulf region, particularly the Bahraini region.”
Commenting on what the member of Advisory Board at BCHR, Joe
Stork, and the senior Advisor at Human rights First, Brian Dooley both
said, the former MP, Ali Al-Aswad, said: “As for the British policy towards
Bahrain, when they talk about Bahrain they say we speak to the Bahraini
government in private sessions, and they usually use soft language with
Bahrain, and there are many reasons behind this, and they say they share

history, culture and so on...The point is that Bahrainis hope to see the
Labor Party led by the government, which could bring significant changes
compared to the Conservative party. To return again to Aya Majzoub’s
earlier statement on Switzerland’s position, according to our information,
the King met with senior officials from Switzerland about the statements
we heard at the UN sessions, and today they are absent. They said that they
would give Bahrain some time to review their attitude towards human rights
defenders and politicians as another opportunity to fix their positions. But,
in the meantime, Bahrain, being elected to the Human Rights Council, is
getting support from the Arab group in the Human Rights Council, and
especially from Saudi Arabia. As for the sessions, why are these sessions
dedicated to Saudi Arabia and Bahrain at the same time? This was not the
reason, and I asked this question to the Foreign Affairs Committee, and
they said that the reason for this is that the Saudis are funding Bahrain.”
In an intervention by GCHR Executive Director, Khalid Ibrahim,
he said: “I mentioned statements that didn’t guarantee any decisions
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and solutions, and I’m talking about the cases where we failed, such as
civil society, to cooperate to get a strategy to be worked on in Bahrain,
and this is very important, and we failed in this matter. We have been
unable to stop the arming of Bahrain, as Bahrain is still getting the most
sophisticated software, hardware, and weapons from Western companies.
We had to stop this collaboration. Not all of this collaboration was only
aimed at the online activity. People have no means other than social
media, and all these networks are still closely monitored by the Bahraini
government. So, I think all the important organizations in Bahrain should
communicate with each other. We haven’t had a successful meeting in
which we summarize a particular strategy on how we cooperate, how we
can stop arming in Bahrain, how we can prevent cooperation between
the Bahraini government and software and hardware companies, or how
we can develop a strategy regarding the issue of human rights defenders
in Bahrain. These people have families, and they’re suffering from many
problems. So, I hope that will encourage cooperation between each other.”

In a separate context, the member of Advisory Board at BCHR, Joe
Stork said: “We should focus more on the UK than the US. I mean, yes,
the United States plays a bad role, but in my opinion, the UK plays a
much worse role. We have this phenomenon in London and also in the
United Kingdom in general, there is a large community in Bahrain, and a
large number of Bahrainis are living in exile in London and Britain, and
also this subject has been raised in the British Parliament for decades, but,
apart from that, I remember when I met with people there in London in
particular, the issue cannot be overcome, as there is more activism for
Bahraini reformers, opposition to the government, and opposition to the
British policies, than anywhere in the world. Referring to what Devin
said earlier, the Human Rights Council, if there is any joint statement,
if signed by the European Union, and if it is part of it, should have talks
with the United Kingdom as it relaxes the intensity of the resolution,
which becomes almost senseless.”
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The participants were distributed in groups to discuss the conference
recommendations, and they have agreed on the emergency of implementing
a new international strategy to deal with the ongoing deterioration of the
human rights situation that have been happening under the silence of the
international community, including the UK and the USA.
Some of the topics discussed revolved around the harassment and
prosecution of human rights defenders, the closure of civic and political
space, the lack of democratic political pluralism, the ban on the entrance
of UN special rapporteurs to Bahrain amongst others.
Recommendations reached during the conference:
• Call on international diplomatic missions Bahrain to:
- observe trials of {political} activists, Human Rights Defenders,
Freedom of Expression
-Report on due-process violations
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• Raise profile of prominent Rights Defenders publically in the US and
UK.
• Special Rapporteurs on torture to visit Bahrain and linking it to CAT
obligations.
• Scoping missions to assess which countries/businesses/organizations
have most leverage on Bahrain.
• Campaigning ahead of F1 races
• Messaging: more focus on broader trends of repression in Bahrain, not
just prominent Human Rights Defenders, especially in Arabic Media.
• Use Parliamentary procedures in the UK and the US (US Congress) to
raise questions about Bahrain.
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Solidarity with Hakeem al-Araibi
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At the end of the conference, the participants launched a campaign to
support the Bahraini footballer who was then held by the Thai authorities,
Hakeem al-Araibi. It called on the international community to release
him. (He was released during the period of conference due to pressure
from human rights organizations)
The case of the 25 year-old player who was a refugee in Australia
since 2014, and a member of football club in Melbourne had become
widely known. He was detained by Thai authorities in last November at
Bangkok airport when coming from Australia to spend the honeymoon
with his wife. Al-Araibi’s detention was in response to an international
arrest warrant requested by Bahrain.
The Thai judiciary began to consider the Bahraini authorities request to
extradite him to carry out a previous sentence of 10 years imprisonment.
The charges were a result of participating in the “Arab Spring” events in
2011 that included Bahrain, which the player completely denies.
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