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Online activists who launched a campaign on
Twitter on Tuesday in solidarity with people facing
prosecution said that as many as 626 Kuwaitis face
criminal charges for expressing their views peacefully.
Amnesty said that opposition leader and former MP
Musallam Al-Barrak, who is serving a two-year jail term
for publicly offending the Amir, faces 94 criminal prose-
cutions.

Amnesty also criticized the government for closing
media outlets and revoking the citizenship of a number
of leading opposition activists including Abdullah Al-
Barghash, a former member of parliament, and Saad Al-
Ajmi, spokesman of the opposition Popular Action
Movement who was later deported to Saudi Arabia.
The watchdog urged Kuwait to review and repeal a
number of laws that hinder freedom of expression.

Amnesty will follow up on these issues. “It’s possible
to issue new announcements next year depending on
the situation. Maybe we will document a case to have
them released if we believe they are prisoners of con-
science. We have also done surveys and issued reports
from other Arab countries on freedom of expression,
but we didn’t compare it with Kuwait,” researcher
Drewery Dyke told the Kuwait Times.

Lynch spoke about the history of the clampdown,
which began in 2011 in reaction to demonstrations
staged by members of the bedoon community. Yet it
was amidst the outpouring of expression during the
series of Karamat Watan (Nation’s Dignity) demonstra-
tions in 2012, when thousands took to the streets to
oppose a new electoral law and protest alleged gov-
ernment corruption, that the government acted to
restrict freedom of expression in Kuwait, in violation of
its international obligations.

As protests continued and were accompanied by a
surge of criticism on social media,  the Cabinet
announced an “iron fist policy” in 2014, promising “a
decisive and firm confrontation with whatever could
undermine the state, its institutions and constitution”.
In particular, in recent years, there has been an upsurge
in prosecutions over comments deemed “offensive” or
“insulting” to HH the Amir of Kuwait and other Arab
rulers, or comments perceived to “undermine” govern-
ment officials. In the last two years, more than 90 cases
have been reported in Kuwaiti media of people facing
such charges in court.

“No one should be sent to prison merely for peace-
fully voicing his or her opinion, however objectionable
their views may seem to those in power. Laws that stifle
freedom of expression are at complete odds with inter-
national law. Instead of responding defensively, the
Kuwaiti authorities should acknowledge criticism and
view such comments as opportunities for debate and
discussion,” said Lynch.

According to the UN Human Rights Committee,

political figures including heads of state are “legiti-
mately subject to criticism and political opposition”.
According to Lynch many of those imprisoned in the
ongoing crackdown are prisoners of conscience target-
ed solely for peacefully exercising their right to express
themselves freely. “Some activists face numerous
charges and are mired in multiple, costly lawsuits, fac-
ing court proceedings and jail sentences on a cyclical
basis. Court processes can sometimes drag out over
prolonged periods sometimes years - due to regular
delays and trial adjournments,” Lynch pointed out.

Dyke noted that “many activists find themselves
hampered by seemingly endless ‘red tape’ legal pro-
ceedings, which appear to be part of a deliberate gov-
ernment strategy to harass peaceful activists into quiet
submission by wearing them down, and to warn others
against speaking out”. He mentioned Barrak as an
example. “He is serving a two-year jail sentence on vari-
ous charges for undermining and insulting the Amir
after he delivered a critical speech. At one point last
year he was facing 94 separate criminal prosecutions
simultaneously, in a clear bid by the authorities to
harass and intimidate him into silence,” stressed Dyke. 

“A group of 67 people who took part in a peaceful
rally to express solidarity with him in April 2013, by
repeating his speech, were arrested when security
forces dispersed the protest. They were later charged
with “insulting the Amir,” he added.

Kuwaiti law even goes as far as to criminalize using
specific means to communicate “insulting” messages. A
new cybercrimes - or electronic crimes - law, due to
come into force in early 2016, potentially offers the
authorities further options to prosecute critics for
peaceful expressing their opinions online. Amnesty
International is calling on the government to urgently
review this law and postpone its application.

On Dec 9, the Ministry of Interior’s Twitter account
reminded Kuwait’s Twitter users of their requirement to
abide by “public morals and the laws of the country” in
their tweets, warning there will be no laxity in enforce-
ment of the law “for all that is harmful to the country”.
Rana Al-Saadoun was sentenced to three years in jail in
June 2015 for posting a speech by Musallam Al-Barrak
on YouTube. She is currently appealing the sentence.

During a review of Kuwait’s human rights record at
the UN Human Rights Council in June 2015 the Kuwaiti
government promised to accept nine specific recom-
mendations committing them to upholding interna-
tional standards relating to freedom of expression. So
far there has been no sign that these commitments
have been delivered. “Instead of rounding up critics as
criminals the Kuwaiti authorities must prove they are
serious about human rights by urgently releasing all
prisoners of conscience, repealing or revising laws used
to clampdown on freedom of expression and fulfilling
their international human rights obligations,” conclud-
ed Lynch. 
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challenges can be submitted to the constitutional court
by other students or lawyers.

The same court however accepted a challenge against a
provision in the new domestic helpers law which requires
that owners of maids recruitment offices must hold at least
a higher secondary certificate. The petition was filed by
owners of 19 offices saying that the requirement is irrele-
vant. The court accepted the challenge and scrapped the
provision.

The Assembly meanwhile decided to delay amendments
to the law governing the Anti-Corruption Authority in order
to wait for a scheduled ruling by the constitutional court on
the law on Sunday. MPs decided on Tuesday that they
would study and approve the amendments in yesterday’s
session as a precaution for what the constitutional court
would do in a bid to prevent any legislative vacuum. But the
legal and legislative committee told the Assembly yester-
day that it has decided that it would be better to wait for
the constitutional court’s judgement before altering the

law. The Assembly agreed. The delay was backed by a
majority of MPs under the condition that the legal commit-
tee must meet and amend the law on Sunday if the court
nullifies the law.

In other developments, the Assembly yesterday
approved an unprecedented law for the rights of animals in
the country, which regulates breeding of animals and bans
the import of wild and dangerous animals. A report by the
parliamentary public utilities commission said the law says
that animal owners must provide suitable shelters and care,
and sets strict requirements and terms to keep an animal. It
also aims to secure animal welfare and protect people from
wild animals that have been owned and announced for sale
on social media without supervision by the competent
authorities.   During the session, MP Saleh Ashour called on
the minister of social affairs and labor to apply stricter con-
trols on fundraising activities to ensure that charity funds
do not land in terrorists’ hands. Minister Hind Al-Sabeeh
insisted that the ministry applies the law and makes sure
that charity money goes to the intended beneficiaries in
cooperation with the foreign ministry.

Court says coed ban in line with...
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One of the wealthiest countries in the world, Qatar is home to
the largest US airbase in the Middle East, Al Udeid, where around
10,000 military personnel are stationed, though US interest in the
region is perceived to be lessening. Demirok said 100 Turkish
troops were currently in Qatar training the Gulf state’s military. He
did not say when the new Turkish base would be completed.

“Today we are not building a new alliance but rather rediscov-
ering historic and brotherly ties,” he said, referring to the Muslim
Ottoman Empire which, before its collapse in 1920, stretched
from eastern Europe to the Arab Gulf. With the perceived disen-
gagement by the United States from the Gulf, what we are wit-
nessing now is a diversification of potential allies,” said Jean-Marc
Rickli, a professor at King’s College London teaching at Qatar
National Defence College.

“If you are a small state like Qatar you have an interest in host-
ing several allies on your territory because it provides you with an
indirect security guarantee from your ally. Moreover, it increases
the costs for the aggressor of any potential attack.” Qatari officials
were not immediately available for comment.

Separately, Saudi Arabia has pledged a total of eight billion
dollars in investment and aid to Egypt over the next five years, as

Riyadh looks to boost military and economic ties with its ally.
Saudi’s King Salman “ordered that Saudi investments in Egypt
exceed 30 billion riyals ($8 billion)” and that the kingdom “con-
tribute in providing Egypt with its needs for petrol,” said a state-
ment published by the Saudi Press Agency. In addition, Saudi
ships would “support” traffic in the Suez Canal, Saudi defense
minister and Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
announced on Tuesday during a visit to Egypt.

The pledges come despite a sharp fall in Saudi Arabia’s
income from oil, which makes up over 90 percent of public rev-
enues, due to the global decline in crude prices since June last
year. OPEC kingpin Saudi Arabia has offered billions of dollars in
aid to Egypt since the 2013 ouster of Islamist president
Mohamed Morsi. In March, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United
Arab Emirates each offered $4 billion in investment and aid.

Egypt is taking part in a Saudi-led coalition that has been
battling Iran-backed rebels in Yemen since March. It is also par-
ticipating in a 34-member alliance to fight “terrorism”, which
was announced on Tuesday by Prince Mohammed. During his
visit, Sunni Islam’s leading seat of learning, Al-Azhar, urged all
Muslim countries to join the new coalition. Cairo is fighting a
swelling insurgency led by the Islamic State group in the Sinai
Peninsula. — Agencies 

Turkey to set up Qatar military base
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“Once again, members of Congress are using the govern-
ment funding bill to pursue their extremist agendas,” said
Anthony Romero, executive director of civil liberties group
ACLU. “Sneaking damaging and discriminatory riders into a
must-pass bill usurps the democratic process and is irresponsi-

ble.” Some US lawmakers had sought to kill or amend the meas-
ure, expressing concerns that European nations would offer
reciprocal treatment against US travelers. But supporters of the
measure in Congress argued it is vital to tighten the program in
the wake of deadly terror strikes in Paris, where some of the
attackers were French and Belgian nationals who likely could
have boarded a plane to the United States without a visa. —AFP 

US Congress reins in visa-free travel

Bahrainis wave their national flags as they drive down a street celebrating Bahrain National Day in Sakhir, south of Manama, yesterday. — AFP 


