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1. Executive Summary

While ongoing conflicts in the region show little signs of abating there is a flurry of activities and renewed interest on human rights issues by governments and civil society.  Morocco adopted a new family law considered progressive, while Algeria’s review of its existing law was contested by women’s groups, who are asking for more radical changes.  Iraq’s Governing Council proposals for a reform of the existing family law, to bring it in line with Sharia, has been widely interpreted as restricting women’s rights.  

In Egypt, some military decrees passed under the State of Emergency have been abolished and more political reform has been promised by the President.  In Syria hundreds of intellectuals and professionals signed a petition asking the Government for lifting the State of Emergency and introducing political reform.  Libya’s dramatic announcement for dismantling its weapons of mass destruction programme and seeking cooperation with the West is expected to be followed by political reform.  Libya has called on Syria and others to follow its path.

Yemen hosted a regional conference on democracy, human rights and the international community.  It demonstrated interest in establishing a national human rights institution while Jordan continued seeking technical cooperation from OHCHR to reinforce its recently established one.  

Increased cooperation among United Nations agencies on human rights resulted in extensive involvement of OHCHR in different conferences and workshops in the region aimed at mainstreaming human rights in their work.  In Jordan, OHCHR continues to work with the rest of the United Nations in the preparation of a common strategy for Iraq inclusive of a human rights approach.

The exchange of hundreds of Palestinian, Lebanese and other Arab prisoners with one Israeli prisoner and 3 dead bodies has been hailed as a victory and political recognition of Hizbollah.

2. Human Rights Context 

2.1 A significant number of  prisoners in Algeria, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia and Syria, for whom the international community had expressed concern for their continued detention, were released.  The Permanent Human Rights Committee of the League of Arab States has adopted recommendations of an Arab Expert Group convened by the Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights for modernizing the draft Arab Charter for Human Rights.  The new draft will be presented to the Arab Summit in Tunis in March 2004, after consideration by the LAS Council of (foreign) Ministers earlier the same month.

2.2 Algeria - The Algerian government established a Commission to clarify the fate of more than 7,000 persons who "disappeared" during the civil conflict of the 1990s.  According to civil society, verifying cases and offering families compensation are said to be steps that are both long overdue but are not substitute for thoroughly investigating these crimes against humanity and holding the perpetrators accountable.

The Government is undertaking a review of the family law.  According to statements by officials, this amendment shall end the forcing of women to leave the “marriage house” after divorce. However, other issues affecting polygamy and divorce are not being addressed. Women's rights organisations expressed their discontent with the ongoing revision of the family law and demanded its outright cancellation.

2.3 Bahrain - On 13 November, the Bahrain Centre for Human Rights submitted to the UN Committee Against Discrimination a report under the title “Discrimination and Privileges in the Kingdom of Bahrain: The Unwritten Law.” The report refers to discrimination against women in assuming public higher posts and sectarian discrimination in employment in the public sector, the Shoura Council and Parliament. 

2.3 Egypt - The Egyptian Shoura Council appointed former Secretary General of the United Nations, Butrous Boutros Ghali as Chairman of the National Council for Human Rights, and former Minister of Information Ahmad Kamal Abu al-Majd, as his Deputy. The Council includes 25 civil society activists in the area of human rights as well as public figures and academics.  The Council will commence its operations soon under the law establishing it.

The Egyptian President abolished some military decrees issued under Emergency Law.  These decrees are reported to have effect on the economic and administrative fields.

2.4 Lebanon - Israel and Lebanese Hizbollah carried out a long-awaited German-mediated prisoner swap that involved the release of 461 prisoners, including 431 Palestinians, 23 Lebanese, seven other Arabs and one German in exchange for one Israeli businessman and the remains of three dead soldiers
After a seven year moratorium on the execution of the death penalty, 3 persons were executed in January, in spite of international plans to stop the executions.

2.5 Syria - Some 70,000 citizens, including intellectuals, lawyers and human rights activists, signed a petition demanding lifting the State of Emergency and the introduction of political and economic reforms.  The petition will be presented to the Syrian President. 

Former Syrian President Amin al-Hafez (83 years old) returned to Syria on 11 November after 36 years in exile, mostly in Iraq. Following the coup in 1966 by the left-wing of the Baath party, al-Hafez resorted to Lebanon and then to Iraq. In 1971 he was sentenced to death in Syria. 

2.6 Saudi Arabia - In a bid to introduce more political reforms, the King issued on 29 November a decree that increases the legislative capacity of the Shoura Council. The decree would essentially allow the Council, established in 1991, to propose new laws and amendments without prior submission to the King. It also implies that when differences erupt between the Government and the Shoura council over any case, the Government will submit it first to the Council for commenting instead of sending it directly for the King for a decision.
Following the recent International Conference on Human Rights convened last year in Riyadh, the Saudi Ministry of Justice has invited the Acting High Commissioner to participate in a Conference on Independence of the Judiciary on 4-6 April 2004.

2.7 Iraq - The 29 December decision of the Iraq Governing Council intended to amend family law in order to apply Islamic Sharia law (Decision 137) generated great concern and many reactions in Iraq and around the world.  The proposal is unlikely to be implemented as it needs the approval of US Administrator Paul Bremer.  Women in Iraq, and other international human rights groups, wrote to Mr. Bremer and requested that the rights guaranteed in the current family law be upheld. 

In early December, current Iraqi authorities established a Special Tribunal entrusted with the investigation and prosecution of human rights violations committed between 17 July 1968 and 1 May 2003.  Concerns have been expressed regarding the ability of the Iraqi judiciary to comply with international standards.  The Tribunal could benefit from technical assistance that includes exchange of experiences with similar type of tribunals previously set up in countries emerging from situations of massive human rights violations, and maybe including international judges with previous experience in this field.  Also, the possibility that the Tribunal applies the death penalty is cause for concern.  

2.8 Jordan - The king appointed six women in the upper (Shura) House. Members appointed did not include representatives of Islamists parties.

2.9 Morocco - In January, the House of Advisors unanimously adopted the new family code that aims at improving the situation of women in the country.  The reformed Code, formerly known as the Mudawana, puts family under the joint responsibility of spouses, imposes difficult conditions for divorce and polygamy, and raises women's age of marriage from 15 to 18.  Women can contract marriage on their own without the need for consent of a guardian.  These were considered as positive developments in the region as a whole and are regarded as a good basis for general reform in the rights of women.

The recently inaugurated Justice and Reconciliation Commission, established by the King and mandated to shed light on human rights violations committed in the past and to recommend compensation and/or rehabilitation, started to receive compensation requests for damages sustained as a result of past human rights abuses.  The Commission will present a full report within a year on past violations before making recommendations to the authorities. The Commission is composed of 8 members of the Consultative Council of Human Rights and 8 members from civil society activists.

The Committee of Justice, Legislation and Human Rights of the House of Representatives (the lower chamber of parliament), adopted two draft laws on the creation of the High Court, which will be competent to try government members, and to lift parliamentary immunity.

2.10 OPTs - In January, Israeli human rights organizations filed a petition to the Israeli Supreme Court requesting the Court’s opinion on the legality of the separation barrier on the bases that “it will encroach upon the territories that have been occupied by Israel since the June 1967 war, and whereby the wall being erected by the occupying power will be built on private land and on state land of territories that are subject to belligerent occupation.”

Israeli forces continued to take retaliatory measures against the families of Palestinians who Israel alleges have ordered, facilitated, or carried out attacks against Israeli targets.  Furthermore, Israel transferred 12 Palestinians from the West Bank to the Gaza Strip following a ruling by the Israeli High Court approving such action.  Palestinian suicide attacks on Israeli civilians also continued despite condemnation by the Palestinian Authority and the international community.

3. Human Rights Activities and Events 

3.1 On 10 December 2003, the ARR delivered the statement for the Office of the High Commissioner to the Human Rights Committee of the House of Representatives in Parliament House.  Ministers, MPs, Representatives of the Arab Lawyers Union (Cairo), Lebanese and Palestinian NGOs attended the ceremony.  The Chairman of the Human Rights Committee, and others also presented statements.  The ARR also addressed the participants at an event organized at the Bar Association.  Other statements were delivered by Chairman of the Public Liberties Committee of the Bar Association, and the President of the Bar. 

3.2 The ARR addressed the opening session of the first public activity of the National Human Rights Commission in Doha, Qatar.  The Chairman of the Shura Council, the Chairman and the Executive Director of the NHRIs also addressed the opening session.  In the following working sessions the ARR presented a paper on the role of NGOs in the promotion and protection of human rights.
3.3 With regards Iraq, the Regional Office has been involved in the joint strategic planning process of the United Nations taking place in Amman, Jordan.  The process includes the UN Country Team, the UN Assistance Mission to Iraq (UNAMI) and facilitators from UNDG.  The process aims at producing a comprehensive programme of activities for 2004 taking into consideration the current security constraints facing the UN in Iraq while taking full advantage of the UN’s comparative advantage and joint resources.  Following the appointment of Mr. Ross Mountain as SRSG a.i. the process should be completed shortly.

3.4 In November, after the HFPM, the Regional Office attended a debriefing session in OHCHR Headquarters to evaluate OHCHR’s operation in Iraq to date, to gather lessons learned, to formulate recommendations based on that experience, and to plan for future activities regarding Iraq. 

3.5 The workshop on the Place of Human Rights in the Process of Political, Social and Economic Reconstruction in Iraq, initially scheduled to be held in Jordan in early February, was postponed to a later date.  Since November, the Regional Office coordinated preparations with UNDP (Iraq and SURF) and the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), representatives of seven Iraqi ministries, the Iraq Governing Council, and Iraqi civil society. The workshop’s objective was to promote human rights in Iraq within the reconstruction and development efforts and to reach a consensus between Iraqi authorities, civil society and other players through the outlining of a national action plan on human rights.

3.6 The Regional Office attended the ESCWA “First Meeting of the Consultative Committee on NGOs” at the United Nations House. Designated NGOs represented member States, in addition to 92 participants from various Arab NGOs. The participants discussed and adopted the terms of reference of the Consultative Committee and a Code of Conduct for NGOs. ESCWA will eventually grant NGOs consultative status with the organization.

3.7 A regional workshop on reporting to the CRC was organized by OHCHR in Damascus and was attended by OHCHR staff including the Coordinator of the Arab Region Team.

3.8 On 8-23 January OHCHR NHRIs Team Leader visited Jordan to continue supporting the recently established National Centre for Human Rights of the Jordan.  

4. Cooperation with Partners

4.1 In December, the Regional Office participated in the annual UN Regional Coordination Group Meeting. OHCHR proposed the establishment of a regional human rights thematic group and a human rights core group in each UNCT.  Six other proposed decisions were tabled for the creation of task forces to follow-up on the goals and rights enunciated in the Millennium Declaration, for the formulation of a joint regional strategy based on a number of issues specific to the region, and for the establishment of a regional MDG network for knowledge-sharing. 

4.2 OHCHR is increasing cooperation and joint activities with ESCWA.  On the issue of women’s rights, in early December OHCHR attended a follow up action to the Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing 1995, Arab Regional Preparatory Meeting for Beijing Plus Ten organized by ESCWA and the DAW. The objective of the meeting was to review progress achieved and obstacles encountered at the national and regional levels in the implementation of the Arab Plan of Action for the Advancement of Women adopted in Amman in 1994, and the Beijing Platform of Action ten years after its adoption by the Fourth World Conference for Women in 1995. 

4.3 ESCWA established an Inter-Governmental Committee on Women to promote the advancement of women in the region and a Women Centre within ESCWA to serve as a Secretariat for the Committee. The first task of the Committee will be the preparation for the regional follow-up meeting of Peking to be convened in Beirut in July 2004.  The role of OHCHR in this field was explained and the Final Declaration included recommendations for closer cooperation between ESCWA and OHCHR.

4.4 The ARR participated in a 3-day regional workshop on population policies in Sharam El-Shaik, Egypt, organized by ESCWA in which several Arab governments, NGOs and UN agencies participated. The ARR presented a paper on population policies and human rights. 

4.5 At the request of the UNCT in Yemen the ARR visited Sanaa and participated in the UNCT meeting where joint programming, integrating human rights in development and Action 2 were discussed. As UNDP has a human rights focal point the UNCT will consider establishing a human rights thematic group. 

4.6 The ARR discussed with the Yemeni Advisory Committee at the Ministry of Human Rights, composed of several ministerial representatives, the possibility of Yemen establishing a NHRI.  OHCHR explained the concept and purpose of NHRIs, how such and institution can operate in Arab Countries and the modalities and procedures for technical cooperation. Members of the Advisory Committee showed a keen interest and promised to consider the matter.  They specifically asked for OHCHR technical cooperation in government human rights projects.

4.7 In Beirut, the Regional Office participated in UNCT monthly coordination meeting where Lebanon’s report on the MDGs and proposed activities for the UN Day were discussed. 

4.8 The Regional Office participated in two retreats of the UN Country Team of Lebanon in December and January to review progress of work and achievements under the UNCT common work plan of 2003 and to discuss ideas for priority UNCT collaborative action in 2004.  

4.9 The Regional Office organized a meeting with several Lebanese NGOs and briefed them on the preparation of Lebanon’s country report on CERD scheduled for February 2004.

4.10 The RR visited Tunis and Morocco to meet with government representatives, UNCTs, NIHR, the documentation center and NGOs in both countries.  At the invitation of the Morocco UN RC, the Regional Representative participated in the UNCT  Retreat in Al-Jadida, Morocco on 20-21 January.  The RR made a presentation on rights based approach to development to about 40 representatives of all UN agencies in Morocco.

4.11 In Geneva, during the HFPM, the ARR made presentations on treaty monitoring bodies and the UN system in a training course organized by the Arab Migrant Center and the International Service for Human Rights on “Treaty Monitoring Bodies of the International Human Rights System.”  A follow-up training course will be organized in Sudan.

4.12 The Regional Office participated in a conference organized by the Friedrich Naumann Foundation titled: “Development of Emerging Iraqi Civil Society: Perspectives of Cooperation with Arab and European Organizations”, held in Amman on 8-10 December 2003. This conference provided an opportunity to Iraqi civil society organizations to discuss their concerns and to enhance Iraqi, Arab and European cooperation and understanding.  OHCHR made a presentation on the its general work and on the office’s experience working with human rights civil society organizations in Iraq
4.13 In January, the ARR represented OHCHR in Yemen in a regional conference entitled “Democracy, Human Rights and the Role of the International Criminal Court”, organized by the Government of Yemen and “No Peace Without Justice,” a US NGO, in partnership with the European Union, Canada, Switzerland and UNDP. Some 500 participants attended the meeting including 38 ministers, 26 parliamentarians, government officials, tens of NGOs and guests from African and Asian countries. 

4.14 As part of the PARDHUR Project between UNDP and OHCHR implemented by the Arab Organization for Human Rights, the third activity was convened in Beirut, 26-27 January, on the implementation of CEDAW by Arab States.
4.15 At the request of the UNCT, Morocco, the ARR participated in a two-day retreat, 20-21 January, to discuss RBA.  He presented a paper on RBA. 

5. Concrete Achievements

The region is vibrating with political declarations, reports and news from almost every country on reform, on democratic governance, rule of law and human rights.  The Office is overloaded with requests for technical cooperation, participation in various conferences, workshops and seminars together with requests for supply of documentation.  The Office is working more closely with Governments, NGOs, ESCWA and UNCTs.  A new strategy for the Arab region needs to be developed including provision for more financial and human resources.
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