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This pamphlet includes the rec-
ommendations of the First Civil Forum par-
allel to the Arab Summit and the relevant
press releases. 

The Forum sent its recommendations in
a brief message to the Arab Kings, Pres-
idents and Emirs. The message was for-
mulated based on a detailed comprehensive
document adopted by the Forum. It is a
comprehensive framework for the initiative
of political reform in the Arab world. 

The document is entitled "Second In-
dependence" i.e. complementing the ac-
quisition of the right to self-determination
of the peoples within a framework of dem-
ocratic rule respecting human rights. It is
noteworthy that the "second independence"
is an expression used by some African
movements calling for democracy in the
late 1980s and the early 1990s. Afterwards,
it was used by a Tunisian thinker as a title
for one of his books on the significance of

Preface
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democracy in the Arab world. 

The document illustrates the stance of
the Forum towards the so-called inter-
national initiatives for reform and the
stance of the Arab governments towards
such initiatives. Moreover, it identifies the
general principles of the framework of re-
form in the Arab region. The document dis-
plays the major demands and tackle in de-
tail particular issues such as: the rights of
the minorities and nationalities, religious
discourse, the rights of women, migrant
workers and refugees. Furthermore, it ad-
dresses the priorities in countries in transi-
tion particularly: the Sudan, Iraq and Pal-
estine. 

The document dedicates a separate sec-
tion on reforming the League of Arab
States, from the civil society perspective. It
illustrates the stance of the human rights in-
stitutions regarding the draft of the Arab
Charter on Human Rights. It concludes by
identifying the new responsibilities to be
assumed by the human rights institutions in
the process of political reform in the Arab
region. 
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The First Civil Forum was organized by
the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Stud-
ies (CIHRS) in Beirut, in cooperation with
the Association for Defending Rights and
Freedoms (ADL) and the Palestinian Hu-
man Rights Organization (Rights) and in
coordination with the Euro-Mediterranean
Human Rights Netwrok (EMHRN) and the
International Federation for Human Rights
(FIDH). The event was funded by the Eu-
ropean Commission.  It was attended by 87
persons; 74 participants representing 52
NGOs from 13 Arab states, in addition to
academic and political figures and 13 ob-
servers from 13 institutions from 10 states.
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The Civil Forum expresses its extreme
disappointment that the reform proposals
submitted to the Arab Summit do not pro-
vide any serious promise of change. The
shortfalls of the reform proposals are a re-
sult of the lack of courage to acknowledge
the intensity of the crisis.

The apathy of the majority of the Arab
states towards the Report on Human De-
velopment in the Arab world is a significant
indicator of the lack of desire to reform or
failure to acknowledge the problems pla-
guing the Arab world.

The justification for external initiatives
to reform the Arab world might be the sys-
tematic suppression of internal initiatives
for reform for more than half a century.
Such suppression has been practiced either
through marginalization, blocking out,
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imprisonment or exile of those who make
such initiatives. While the route of the re-
formists in the Arab world was a bloody
one, hosever, messengers of external in-
itiatives for reform have received red-carpet
receptions and enjoyed wide-ranging media
coverage- even if their initiatives might
have been rejected in the end.

Though the international initiatives
might be ascribed to real pressing needs of
the Arab societies, acceptance of such in-
itiatives –even if true– implies acceptance
of the security interests behind them. It also
implies wasting the major sacrifice on the
part of the Arab reformists over the years,
whether on the level of individuals or polit-
ical and non-political groups. Moreover, it
implies wasting of the programs, initiatives
and demands, even with the minimum re-
sponse on the part of the Arab governments
as the Arab world is undergoing de-
teriorating political, economic, social and
cultural conditions.

This is not a justification for the reasons
invoked by some of the Arab governments
in rejecting the international initiatives. The
Arab governments are the last to make
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distinctions between internal and external
initiatives as they have suppressed the inter-
nal initiatives for reform and, on the other
hand, concluded security agreements with
foreign countries without consulting their
people. Moreover, such governments
should not belittle the Arab cultures and re-
ligions by invoking them as grounds to re-
ject reform, implying that these cultures ac-
cept torture, collective and individual
murder, forging of political will, corruption,
extremism, terrorism and other cruelties.
Nor is it acceptable to suggest that the Arab
cultures reject democratic rule, integrity,
transparency and human rights.

Warnings of the chaos that might result
from reforming the Arab world ignore the
fact that anarchy has already mushroomed
in some of the Arab states. The threat of to-
tal collapse would be the result of delaying
the onset of reform. Extremism has the final
say in the political arena in the Arab world
- it is coterminous with marginalization or
suppression of the other intellectual and po-
litical currents and their symbols. This is
maintained under hegemony of extremist
religious discourse, which is contrary to the
interests of the people and the objectives of
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Islam. Such deterioration per se necessitates
urgent response to the calls for reform.

The rejection of some Arab governments
of the international initiatives for reform is
an extension of their rejection of reform
from any source, whether internal or ex-
ternal. Such governments refuse to benefit
from the current few examples of reform in
the Arab world, the most important of
which is Morocco. This is due to the fact
that Morocco’s reform is the result of a har-
mony between the Moroccan political re-
gime and the will of political parties and the
civil society institutions. Furthermore, it
implies a courageous acknowledgment of
the past colossal violations of human rights,
and an initiative to apologize for such viola-
tions and to support the victims. This is not
an indication that the Moroccan example is
an ideal one, however, it might be a guide
on the route towards reform. 

Half a century since they gained in-
dependence, the Arab peoples have been
suffering from civil wars and widespread
brutal suppression. During these years, the
Arab region has  achieved the lowest level
of development and freedom and the



13

highest levels of corruption, un-
employment, poverty and despotism all
over the world. Now reform ranks high on
the agenda, bringing in the phase of "Sec-
ond Independence"(1) i.e. complementing
the right of the peoples to self de-
termination -self-rule/democracy and re-
spect for human rights - that was not ex-
ercised through the "first" independence. 

The sound approach towards reform is
ensuring freedoms, reconsidering internal
initiatives for reform, apologizing for the
victims of violations and actually effectu-
ating reform instead of maintaining futile
deliberations thereon. This is conditional on
the consent of the Arab governments to
save the region from the threat of collapse,
disintegration, poverty and spread of polit-
ical, ethical and financial corruption or the
threat of foreign occupation.

1- "Second independence", an expression used by some
African movements calling for democracy over the late
1980s and early 1990s. Then a Tunisian thinker used it as
a title for one of his books on the significance of de-
mocracy in the Arab world
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I- Fundamental Principles for any 

Initiative for Reform

1- All the Arab peoples are entitled to
the right to self-determination. By vir-
tue of such right, they can freely pursue
their economic, social and cultural de-
velopment, and enjoy their natural
wealth and resources. This requires the
full exercise of the freedoms and rights
stipulated in the international in-
struments on human rights.

2- Human rights values are the fruit of
the interaction and communication be-
tween civilizations and cultures
throughout history, including the Arab
and Islamic cultures. They are the
product of the struggle by all peoples,
including the Arab peoples, against all
forms of injustice and oppression,
whether internal or external. In this
sense, such values belong to humanity
at large.

3- Cultural or religious particularities
should not be invoked as a pretext to
doubt and to question the universality
of the principles of human rights. The
"particularities" that deserve celebration
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are those entrenching the citizen’s
sense of dignity and equality, which
enrich his/her culture and life and en-
hance his/her participation in their own
country’s public affairs. Assuring the
tolerant principles of Islam and re-
ligions in general should not be placed
in a forged contradiction with the prin-
ciples of human rights. The Forum
warned against invoking dated inter-
pretations of Islam, adherence to which
– through a human ijtihad - is an insult
to Islam and Muslims and a violation
of human rights. This is particularly the
case when it comes to excluding wom-
en, confiscating freedoms of con-
science, thought, belief, scientific re-
search and artistic and literary
creativity.

4- Respect for human rights is a prime
interest for every person, group, people
and humanity at large. This is con-
sidering that the enjoyment of dignity,
freedom and equality by all is a crucial
factor in flourishing the human person,
in advancing nations and developing
their material and human wealth and in
promoting the sense of citizenship.
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5- The manipulation of patriotic feelings
and the principle of hegemony in order
not to abide by the international human
rights standards should be strongly
condemned. Moreover, the Palestinian
issue and combating terrorism should
not be invoked as justifications for un-
dermining freedoms and rejecting dem-
ocratic transformation and respect for
human rights. 

6- Peoples of the Arab world have the
right to civil representative ruling sys-
tems. Every nation should be allowed
to create their own legislation ac-
cording to their contemporary condi-
tions. All citizens have the right to par-
ticipate in the administration of public
affairs. They should be allowed to as-
sume public and political posts on an
equal basis irrespective of their na-
tional, religious and linguistic in-
clinations.

7- The public authority should maintain
neutrality towards the followers of var-
ious religions and sects within the one
religion, ensuring the right of all to per-
form their religious rituals without
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discrimination as to their public rights. 

8- Arab constitutions should ensure the
right to intellectual, political and party
plurality, provided that parties are to be
established on grounds of citizenship.
The establishment of parties instigating
or practicing violence should be
banned. 

9- Human rights in all fields, including
women’s rights, cannot be divided.
Women’s rights to dignity and legal ca-
pacity enabling them to determine their
fate should be ensured. Moreover,
equality between men and women in
rights and duties, whether in family re-
lations or in general affairs, should be
guaranteed. 

10- Respect for human rights and funda-
mental freedoms and above all, the ab-
solute equality in dignity and citizen-
ship should be maintained. This should
be the sound approach to handle the re-
ligious, cultural, linguistic and national
groups’ problems in the region. Ig-
noring this fact for several years has
led to wasting human resources and de-
pleting material wealth in extremely
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harmful and needless civil wars. Such
negligence has been very harmful and
has nurtured separatist tendencies and
opened the door for revenge and for-
eign intervention.

11- The use of violence should be aban-
doned in politics and all forms of in-
citing religious and ethnic hatred
whether by state or non-state actors.
Also, all forms of racial discrimination
against certain national or religious
groups in the Arab world should be
abandoned.

12-  It is prohibited to declare a state of
emergency except in the time of actual
war, or partially in case of a natural
disaster, and it should immediately be
lifted when the justification of this
emergency no longer exists. Fur-
thermore, a state should not manipulate
its authority under such emergencies in
events that are not relevant to the caus-
es of the emergency imposed. Accord-
ingly, the state has no right to illegally
arrest anyone, and everyone has the
right to resort to a judge to instantly de-
termine whether or not the arrest is legal.
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II- Fundamental Demands in any
Initiative for Reform

First - General Demands: 

1. Putting an end to martial laws and the
state of emergency. 

2. Ending the enforcement of excep-
tional laws, the practice of arbitrary ex-
ecution and capital punishment. 

3. Abolishing exceptional courts, ending
referral of civilians to martial courts re-
gardless of their charges and ensuring
the independence of natural judiciary. 

4. Ending administrative and pre-
ventative detention and releasing all
prisoners of conscience and those de-
tained without charge or trial. Re-
fraining from pursuing opinion op-
ponents and criminalizing them and
allowing those exiled for political rea-
sons to return to their countries without
conditions and with legal guarantees. 

5. Putting an end to the practice of tor-
ture, being a crime against humanity,
and pursuing its perpetrators and bring-
ing them to justice and blocking illegal
prisons. 
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6. Reforming Arab legislations, par-
ticularly those contradicting the free-
dom of opinion and expression, the cir-
culation of information and the right to
knowledge. Working on ending the
state authority over the mass media.
Calling upon the Arab governments to
codify the right to peaceful assembly
and party for all political and in-
tellectual groups in the framework of
democratic laws and constitutions. 

7. Providing national mechanisms to
safeguard human rights through es-
tablishing national institutions for such
a purpose, enhancing the already ex-
isting ones and adapting them to the in-
ternational standards in this field. 

8. Ending all legislative and procedural
restrictions on forming and ad-
ministering professional and labor syn-
dicates and NGOs. 

9. Prohibiting religious institutions from
monitoring political, intellectual, liter-
ary and artistic activities. 

10. Taking prompt measures towards ad-
ministrative and financial reform, com-
bating corruption and abuse of public
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property and enhancing mechanisms of
transparency and accountability. 

11. Guaranteeing exercise of economic,
social and cultural rights in the frame-
work of the optimal utilization of the
national wealth of states. A lack of nat-
ural resources should not exempt a
state from fulfilling the minimum level
of these rights especially for vulnerable
populations and areas lacking public
services. Ensuring the international la-
bor standards including the right to
strike.

12. Granting municipal councils greater
authorities and ending the centricity
prevailing in the majority of the Arab
regimes. 

13. Acknowledging the rights of the
child related to survival, growth, pro-
tection and participation according to
the principles of non-discrimination
and best interest of the child and ac-
cording to the Convention on the
Rights of the Child and the related pro-
tocols that Arab states have ratified.

14. Ensuring individuals’ freedom of
movement between Arab countries and
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within each country.

15. Protecting human rights defenders
and their rights to receive information,
hold meetings, contact all the con-
cerned sides and make use of local and
international law to defend human
rights. Ensuring their right to receive
internal and external funds necessary to
perform their duties by virtue of the
Universal Declaration of the Protection
of Human Rights Defenders. The Arab
governments that made reservations to
the Declaration are encouraged to can-
cel such reservations. 

16. Effectuating the necessary constitu-
tional reform wherever the constitution
represents an impediment against the
exercise of the above-mentioned rights
and freedoms. 

17. Urging those Arab governments that
did not ratify international human
rights instruments to do so immediately
and without reservations, and urging
those that ratified them to lift their res-
ervations, and to comply with the pro-
visions of such instruments regarding
the mechanisms of protection.  
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18. Revising and amending the Arab
Convention against Terrorism in the
light of the international human rights
standards. 

19. Accession to the convention of the
International Criminal Court (ICC) and
abolishing the bilateral agreements
concluded between some Arab govern-
ments and the United States to protect
US soldiers from trial in the ICC due to
the war crimes they have committed. 

Second - Nationalities and Minorities:

Arab governments failed to solve prob-
lems of discrimination against sectional, re-
ligious, cultural, linguistic, ethnic, national
and racial minorities. Discrimination
against minorities has resulted in social,
cultural, developmental and economic im-
balances between the population inside the
same country. Failure to put an end to this
problem opened the door for vast violations
of human rights, the eruption of acts of in-
ternal violence, civil struggles and wars,
caused grave damages to the right of de-
velopment and peace and strengthened ten-
dencies of animosity and hostility. For in-
stance, the people of Southern Sudan,
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Shiites in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf coun-
tries, the Kurds in Iraq and Syria, the Copts
in Egypt, the Amazeeg in some of the Arab
states in North Africa and others. 

In this connection, the Forum confirms
the following

1- Respect for human rights, on top of
which is full equality and enjoyment of
full citizenship rights. Recognition of
religious, racial, cultural and political
plurality can be an appropriate ap-
proach to deal with such issues.

2- Denunciation of all acts of oppression
and absolutism and launching wars
against some minorities in the Arab
world, in particular acts of genocide,
forced displacement and slavery since
they constitute crimes against human-
ity. Condemnation of practices and pol-
icies that hinge upon exclusion from
political participation on grounds of
confession, religion or race, and of all
forms of propaganda and incitement
that are based on fanaticism, religious
or national superiority or the like.

3- Supporting the struggle of minorities
to achieve their rights as stipulated in
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the United Nations Declaration of the
Rights of Minorities. 

4- Calling upon Arab governments to
observe that their sources are directed
to all provinces and population in a bal-
anced way, regardless of the size of
their available resources, as a pre-
requisite for enjoyment of social and
economic rights and the right of de-
velopment. The absence of such pre-
requisite would assist in creating a fa-
vorable condition for fanaticism,
extremism and violence. 

5- The necessity of promoting efforts of
disseminating the human rights culture
and the respect for, and coexistence
with, the Other, to encourage the cul-
ture of dialogue and cultural exchange
and interaction between different races
and ethnicity, on the grounds of respect
for cultural specificity of nations and
peoples. In addition, a special attention
should be made to the situation of
women who face double discrimination
because of their affiliation to minorities
on the one hand, and for being women
on the other hand.



26

6- Providing the democratic atmosphere
and the legal framework suitable for
the civil society authorities and in-
stitutions to allow them to contribute in
the development of societal structures
and the state institutions. This shall be
done in order to eliminate all forms of
confessional discrimination and confes-
sional tribalisms while asserting the
protection of the right of confessional,
sectarian and religious affiliation, re-
spect of beliefs and the freedom of per-
formance of religious rites.

7- Facilitating the return of the refugees
and displaced persons due to suppres-
sion, civil wars and famines or the re-
current instances of violation of human
rights in some of the Arab countries.
Providing the infrastructure suitable for
stabilizing them, facilitating the nec-
essary works of assistance and com-
pensating them for the damages that
befell them. 

8- The necessity of recognizing lin-
guistic and cultural rights of the Am-
azeeg in countries of the Arab Maghreb
(northwest Africa) as constituents of
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the national culture on the basis of
equality, the right of citizenship, re-
spect for human rights and common
homeland. The Forum welcomes the
progress achieved in this respect in Al-
geria and Morocco. 

9- The necessity of acknowledging the
problem of stateless persons or the so-
called "Bedouins," particularly in the
Gulf countries. This problem implies
denial of an inalienable right of all hu-
mans i.e. the right to citizenship. The
governments of the countries con-
cerned are encouraged to grant them
nationality. 

10- The necessity of adopting positive
policies towards some marginalized ra-
cial categories and the victims of his-
torical deprivation in Saudi Arabia, Su-
dan and Yemen, in order to eliminate
causes of social and economic exclu-
sion based on the cultural heritage, to
improve their conditions and to in-
tegrate them into society as citizens
having equal rights and obligations.

11- The necessity of ensuring cultural
rights and equality for the Kurds in
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Syria, granting nationality to those who
are denied it or those who were de-
prived from it. 

12- The right of the Iraqi Kurds to self-
determination and to choose the ap-
propriate framework of their relation
with the central government. 

13- Abolishing the so-called "Hamayon-
ic Line" on the restrictions on the es-
tablishment and restoration of Coptic
churches in Egypt and issuing one leg-
islation on the religious temples on
grounds of equality and full citizen-
ship. 

Third - Renewing Religious Discourse

Renewal of Islamic discourse is of deep,
internal necessity (Arab-Islamic) orig-
inating from the Arab and Muslim refusal
of their deteriorating condition in the world;
it is a necessity unrelated to major nations
despite some forms of tangency occurring
sometimes; it is a task which is not re-
stricted to the efforts of enlightened men of
religion. Rather it must be one of the pri-
mary tasks of thinkers, intellectuals and hu-
man rights NGOs, advancing from the view
that regards man as a central higher value;
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and the importance of arbitrating the mind
(Logos) in the issues of life. There is also a
necessity to make the distinction between
‘Islam’ and ‘History of the Muslims’.
Thereupon, the political history of Muslims
is a human history filled with what should
be criticized and breached.

The renewal of religious discourse will
not bear its desired fruit without cultural,
societal reformation which advances from
belief in the relativity of knowledge and hu-
man beings’ right to speculate, and this en-
tails the creation of comprehensive in-
tellectual, social, and political conditions
and to dissociate the correlation between
despotic political powers and haggard,
backward and extremist religious thought.

The greatest barrier facing the renewal
of religious discourse in the Arab world is
the political manipulation of religion by
governments, extremist groups and some
political parties to serve their own goals.
An addition challenge preventing religious
discourse is the prevailing claims of clash
of civilizations in the Arab and Western
worlds. The deep rooted feelings of in-
equity and insecurity (as a result of the
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languor of the majority of Western govern-
ments to support the just causes of the Arab
peoples’ while taking hostile positions to-
wards them especially in the Palestinian is-
sue) play a central role in strengthening and
confirming the extremist religious discourse
and in bestowing popularity upon it, al-
though it opposes the people’s interest on
the long run.

Accordingly, the Forum calls for the
following

1- The governments are to review and
develop the contents of religious dis-
course within religious or non-religious
educational curriculums and to re-
invigorate the curriculum with the ide-
as of religious innovators. Equality be-
tween all religions and schools in mass
media and educational curricula should
be ensured. 

2- The officials who are responsible for
audio-visual media – owned by either
governments or individuals – are to re-
view the contents of religious discourse
and to develop them in order to deal
with the dilemmas of the present age
and not to obscure the efforts of
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classical or recent religious innovators.

3- Governments, cultural movements,
historians and jurists are to restore the
democratic heritage and the former lib-
eral period to its rightful place in the
Arab world. This was a phase that em-
braced a better atmosphere for in-
novative visions in religious thought.

4- Islamic scholars (ulama) and thinkers
should understand the necessity of de-
bating the theological foundations of
violence, extremism and terrorism and
not restricting themselves to the refuta-
tion and condemnation of crimes based
upon them.

5- Islamic scholars and thinkers are to
halt the manipulation of religion’s ho-
liness in order to instigate confiscation
of thought, literature and exertion of
the mind. Religious and moral commit-
ment obliges them to hear the questions
raised by the society on the basis of dif-
ferentiating between Islam as a religion
and fiqh as information produced by fa-
qihs and researchers (essentially hu-
man) and what is needed in order to re-
conciliate Islamic thought with
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requisites of physical, societal and mo-
ral advancement in the modern age.

6- Thinkers, academia and media re-
porters are to approach the works of re-
ligious innovators with research, dis-
cussions and criticism using all means
of publication and communications
available. Collect and republish in-
novative religious works, whether his-
torical or modern. Facilitate obtaining
current religious information using the
Internet, cassettes and videotapes,
books and simplified booklets. Work
toward using artistic, cultural and med-
iatic tools in renewing the religious dis-
course.

7- Organize special training courses on
renewing religious discourse for
mosque preachers, imams and editors
of pages featuring religion in news-
papers and scriptwriters, with the par-
ticipation of the religious renewing
thinkers and human rights activists.

8- Christian clergymen and intellectuals in
some of the Arab countries are to renew
religious discourse in a manner en-
hancing human rights culture, acceptance
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of the Other and enlightenment. Of-
fering a religious vision enhancing the
integration of the Christian citizens in
their homelands and their equal con-
tribution with their fellow citizens to
the advancement of their societies. 

Fourth - Women’s Rights

All Arab constitutions tend to stipulate
equality between all citizens and non-
discrimination on the basis of gender. How-
ever, there is a huge gap between what
women face in their daily lives and the rec-
ognition of women’s rights as an integral
part of the universal human rights system.
Almost half of the Arab states did not ratify
the Convention on the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW). Even ratifying states made
some reservations that contradict the es-
sence of the convention.

Even worse, conservative currents adopt
the narrowest interpretation of ju-
risprudence (Fiqh), employ it against wom-
en and consecrate a culture that excludes
women and confines them to traditional
roles. This is in addition to official policies
that are subject to extortion in the name of
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religion and that reproduce the anti-woman
culture whether through laws, in particular
the personal status law, or through educa-
tional institutions or media platforms.

Real equality between women and men
goes beyond legal equality to encompass
changing the conceptions of and con-
fronting the stereotypes about women.
Thus, it requires not only a comprehensive
review of laws, foremost of which are per-
sonal status codes, but also the review and
upgrading of educational curricula as well
as the critical monitoring of the media dis-
course.

In this respect, the Forum confirms the
following

1- Providing women with equal op-
portunities in political participation
through education and political and ec-
onomic support. Women should be al-
located posts in decision-making in-
stitutions or others to guarantee their
full and effective participation. Al-
locating a quota for women in parlia-
ments, representative institutions and
public bodies as a temporary measure.
This should stand until appropriate
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frameworks for women’s voluntary ac-
tivity take shape and until the aware-
ness of the necessity of equality in-
creases and all forms of discrimination
are eliminated.

2- Repealing the discriminatory refer-
ences in national legislation and prom-
ulgating civil laws on personal status.

3- Ensuring the right of women to grant
their nationality to their children from
foreign fathers, as men exercise such
rights.

4- Combating all forms of discrimination
against women particularly the un-
heeded ones e.g. family violence, sex-
ual abuse, prostitution, etc. The govern-
ments should assume their
responsibility regarding these issues
through developing the legal mech-
anisms and necessary services to pro-
vide protection and treatment for the
victims of violence.

5- The necessity of engaging women’s
and human rights NGOs in the process
of reviewing current legislation and in
upgrading civil and criminal laws, with
a view to resolutely confront all forms
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of violence and discrimination against
women.

6- Calling upon Arab governments that
did not ratify the Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Dis-
crimination Against women (CEDAW)
to ratify the convention with no res-
ervations and calling upon ratifying
states to lift their reservations. All Arab
states should amend their institutional,
legislative and constitutional systems
to be consistent with the CEDAW and
should establish mechanisms of imple-
mentation and supervise the modified
systems.

Fifth - The Rights of Migrant workers
and Refugees: 

Migrant workers, particularly women,
lack full legal protection in Arab countries
where they work. Different forms of dis-
crimination prevail not only against migrant
workers in favor of the citizens of the host-
ing states, but between migrant workers
themselves according to their countries of or-
igin. Migrant workers in the Gulf countries
suffer from the sponsorship system, Al Kafil,
and are deprived of their fundamental rights. 
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In this connection, the Forum calls for
the following

1- The necessity of respecting basic hu-
man rights of all categories of migrants
in receiving states, including those
compulsory residing therein in an il-
legal way. All states are called upon to
review their domestic laws and make
them consistent with international stan-
dards. States are called upon in par-
ticular to ratify the International Con-
vention on the Protection of Migrant
Workers and Members of their Fam-
ilies of 1990. 

2- The League of Arab States should
draft an Arab Agreement on the Pro-
tection of the Rights of Migrant Work-
ers and members of their families and
should also call upon Arab govern-
ments to conduct bilateral and multi-
lateral agreements between exporting
and receiving states of workers to safe-
guard the protection of migrant work-
ers and criminalize the phenomenon of
mass lay-off.

3- Annulling the sponsorship system, Al
Kafil enforced in the Gulf States.
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4- Protecting foreign female migrant
workers against sexual exploitation and
slavery and safeguarding their social
and economic rights.

Moreover, the Forum calls for safe-
guarding the rights of refugees and asy-
lum seekers and ensuring their ability
to exercise civil, economic, social and
cultural rights. It urges the Arab states
to sign and ratify the Geneva Conven-
tion of 1951 on Refugees and the Com-
plementary Protocol of 1967. 

Sixth - Reform Priorities in States in
Transition

1- The Sudanese Issue: 

The Forum welcomes the progress
achieved in the peace process in Sudan and
calls upon the parties currently negotiating
in Nifasha to act promptly. Understanding
other points of view in this process is im-
perative to achieve sustainable peace in a
democratic pluralistic and voluntarily uni-
fied Sudan. The new Sudan will be based
on balanced human development and re-
spect for pluralities and human rights. 

The Forum hails the international and
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regional efforts as well as the efforts of the
League of Arab States in proceeding with
the peace process in Sudan through con-
structing and developing the war-stricken
and marginalized areas. However, it under-
lines the fact that respect for human rights
should be at the core of the moves of the
Arab League. The administration of as-
sistance and resources mobilized by the
Arab League should enjoy a high rate of
transparency. 

In this regard, the Forum emphasizes
the following:  

1- The coming constitution should be
drafted through vast consultations con-
ducted by a constitutional committee cel-
ebrating neutrality and balanced repre-
sentation. Such would be in effect through
establishing suitable channels enabling all
social and political powers to convey their
point of view to the committee. A national
democratic Forum should be held and at-
tended by representatives of political pow-
ers and civil society or delegates elected for
such purpose.

2- Any future constitutional arrange-
ments in Sudan should be based on real
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democratic transformation ensuring plural-
ity, fundamental rights and freedoms and
the rule of law. Transformation should be
based on national consensus, democracy
and large-scale participation.

3- The necessity of entrenching the prin-
ciple of accountability for all violations of
human rights committed either by govern-
mental entities or non-state actors and the
values of justice and citizenship. The foun-
dations of the rule of law and the constitu-
tional and legal regulations should be draft-
ed to prevent future violations of human
rights.

4- Any peace agreement without peace-
ful settlement of the current conflict in Dar
Furr and the tension in the East of Sudan
would merely be a temporary solution for
the crisis of establishing the state in Sudan
and the problems of stability, development
and respect for human rights. The main les-
son to be learnt from the long war in South
Sudan, which is about to come to an end, is
the impossibility of solving problems stem-
ming from national injustices and the de-
terioration of development through war.
The Forum regretfully takes note of the
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continuing deterioration of the situation in
the region of Dar Furr. Tens of thousands
of innocent citizens die daily in the con-
frontations between the government forces
and the opposition and other militant
groups. Citizens have forcibly become ref-
ugees, displaced and migrants. Moreover,
those who remained in their villages suffer
from shortage in security, food and ser-
vices. 

Accordingly, the Forum calls for

a- The Sudanese government should un-
dertake full responsibility to protect the
civilians in Dar Furr from the pre-
meditated and haphazard attacks. It
should ensure freedom of the flow of
human relief for those who need it
without any kind of discrimination and
ban the access of the proponent par-
amilitary groups to arms. The armed
forces should abide by the relevant in-
ternational humanitarian laws. The
government should promptly release all
the intellectuals and activists detained
during the war or bring them to fair
trial with definite charges.
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b- The government and the opposition
militant groups in the East of Sudan,
particularly in Dar Furr, should respect
the International Humanitarian Law
and the Human Rights Law. They
should not jeopardize the lives of ci-
vilians under whatsoever circumstances
and should safeguard the freedom of
the works of relief in the areas under
their control. 

c- The League of Arab States, the Af-
rican Union, the United Nations, the
European Union, the United States and
all the parties mediating in the conflict
should work for ensuring cease-fire.
Respect for Human Rights should be
the basis of any potential peace pro-
cess, including judgment of the per-
petrators of violations during the con-
flict and compensating the victims.
The calls of human rights NGOs to
form a team to observe the situation in
Dar Furr should be backed, allowing
the freedom of collecting information,
interviewing victims and officials and
proclaiming the outcomes to the Su-
danese and international public opin-
ion.
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d- The League of Arab States should
publicly condemn all violations of hu-
man rights in the areas of conflict re-
gardless of the perpetrators. 

2- The Iraqi Issue

The Forum expresses its deep concern
regarding the ongoing occupation of Iraq
and the deterioration of security conditions
and the intensified pressures to retreat from
the legal privileges given to women.

In this respect, the Forum urges for

1- Assisting the Iraqi people to achieve
self-determination and to end the oc-
cupation as soon as possible and regain
its sovereignty and independence.
Moreover, it calls upon the interim co-
alition authority to abide by the agree-
ment of November 15, 2003 on trans-
ferring the authority to the Iraqis by the
end of June 2004. The Forum calls
upon the United Nations to monitor
and observe the process of transferring
power until the end of the transition pe-
riod, which will come to an end by is-
suing the permanent constitution and
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handing over the authority to an elected
government.

2- The necessity of adopting permanent
constitutional measures in the coming
period in Iraq on real democratic bases.
Such bases are not gender-biased and
they ensure plurality, fundamental
rights and freedoms and the rule of
law. Underlining the necessity to en-
trench the principles of transition on
the basis of national consensus, de-
mocracy, vast popular participation and
respect for the ethnic, religious, cul-
tural and linguistic plurality in Iraq.
Thus, it would help avoiding the re-
jection of some of the provisions of the
transitional Law on Administering the
Iraqi State.

3- The occupation forces should abide
by the provisions of the Fourth Geneva
Convention of 1949 and the human
rights instruments and ensure security
for the Iraqi people. The Forum con-
demns all forms of suppression by the
occupation forces; acts of violence and
terrorism against the Iraqi citizens, the
cadres of the new Iraqi state and the
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leaders of the political sects. It also
condemns the sabotage against for-
tunes, establishments and service en-
tities obstructing the establishment of a
democratic state in Iraq.

4- Reconstructing the Iraqi judiciary on
bases ensuring its independence. Work-
ing on revealing the truth of the past
and bringing the perpetrators of huge
violations of human rights in Iraq to
justice, compensating the victims, pro-
viding the bases of fair transfer and
preparation for comprehensive national
ground for national reconciliation. 

5- The international community and the
neighboring states to provide real as-
sistance to the Iraqi people and not to
interfere in its internal affairs.

6- The Arab and international civil so-
ciety institutions should provide all
forms of assistance to establish the in-
frastructure of the civil society in Iraq.
Providing them with experience, advice
and the necessary training to ensure
building well-founded organizations
and to protect democratic trans-
formation. 
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3- The Palestinian Issue: 

The Forum emphasizes the right of the
Palestinian people to self-determination, to
end the occupation and to demolish the Is-
raeli settlements. Inducing just peace ne-
cessitates Israel’s prompt unconditioned
withdrawal from the Golan and the re-
mainder of the Lebanese territories. 

Hence, the Forum calls upon the Arab
governments to 

1- Invite the Security Council to fully
undertake its responsibility to stop the
Israeli war crimes and the damages suf-
fered by the civilians, as per the sixth
and seventh chapters of the Charter of
the United Nations including:

a- Forming an international force to
protect the Palestinian people and
properties against the Israeli army and
enabling the Palestinian people to
achieve self-determination.

b- Providing the protection required for
the Palestinian refugees as per Article
1, paragraph d. of the International
Convention on Refugees. It is the
only group of refugees that is not
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safeguarded by international mech-
anisms of protection and the super-
vision of the UNHCR as noted by the
UN fact-finding mission in its report
(E/CN.4/2001/121).

2- Calling the High Parties to the Fourth
Geneva Convention to undertake their
responsibilities defined by the first ar-
ticle common among the four conven-
tions. This is with a view to take the
appropriate measure to ensure the im-
plementation of the provisions of the
Convention inside the Palestinian Oc-
cupied Territories and bringing to trial
those who violate the Convention.

3- Calling the UN General Assembly to
assume its legal responsibility towards
the Palestinian people invoking its Res-
olution No. 377 of 1950, "Union for
Peace" under which it has the right to
interfere in the issues affecting inter-
national peace and security. Its inter-
ference is imperative in cases of the
failure of the Security Council to meet
its legal obligations. It is most imper-
ative due to the fact that the General As-
sembly was behind dividing Palestine
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and made it conditional that Israel be a
member state of the United Nations as
per Res. 273 of 1949 and obliged Israel
to implement GA Res. 181 and 194.

4- Pending the implementation of the
Palestinian refugees’ right of return,
they must enjoy their human rights to
the full, namely their civil, social, ec-
onomic and cultural rights, in the (tem-
porary) Arab host countries. The For-
um further reaffirms that safeguarding
these rights is not the same as perma-
nent settlement in host countries, which
is rejected by Palestinians and Arabs in
general. Nor does it mean relinquishing
the right of return. Rather, it helps sup-
port the refugees’ resistance to attempts
to eliminate this right.

5- Enforcement of the relevant Arab
League resolutions, conventions and
recommendations. Putting an end to the
gross infringements of the international
and regional resolutions on the rights
of Palestinian refugees in a number of
host Arab countries.

6- Resuming mobilization of the inter-
national community to follow up the
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ruling of the International Court of Jus-
tice (ICJ) on the issue of the apartheid
separation barrier. Calling for com-
pensating the Palestinians for the con-
sequences of such barrier. 

Finally, the Forum urges the Palestinian
authority to promptly affect reforming pol-
icy enhancing the unity of the Palestinians
on grounds of democracy, intellectual, po-
litical and cultural plurality and the prin-
ciple of separating authorities, the rule of
law, independence of the judiciary, trans-
parency and respect for human rights.    

III- Which Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights in the Arab World?

The bill of the Arab Charter on Human
Rights is a real test of political will of the
Arab governments towards reform. How-
ever, the Charter in its present condition to
be submitted to the Arab summit is an ev-
idence of the lack of a real tendency to-
wards reform. 

This is manifested in the following: 

1- In its current version, the Charter does
not include any serious mechanism to
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safeguard human rights in the Arab
world (through receiving individual or
court complaints). Handling complaints
is the main target behind the Charter
and any other document on human
rights adopted in other regions.

2- Not guaranteeing the right to political
participation through free and integral
elections by public poll and secret bal-
lot.

3- Not providing firm guarantees to
criminalize torture, allowing the eva-
sion of the perpetrators from pun-
ishment.

4- Fully ignoring of the role of the Non-
Governmental Organizations.

5- Not ensuring women’s rights.

6- The Charter elevates the national laws
of the Arab states with respect to the
right to movement, freedom of thought,
belief and religion, the rights of ex-
patriate laborers and the right to strike
by referring them to the laws enforced
in the Arab states.

7- Not banning capital punishment in po-
litical crimes and allowing execution of
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persons under the age of 18.

8- The instability of the stance of the
Charter regarding the right to form po-
litical parties and labor syndicates.

9- Discrimination against the non-
nationals in violation of the Inter-
national Law. 

However, the Forum is cognizant of the
progress achieved in the bill of the Charter
adopted by the Permanent Committee on
Human Rights in the League of Arab States
in January 2004 as compared to the original
charter passed in September 1994 and the
updated version in October 2003. The For-
um reaffirms the necessity of passing a fi-
nal version of the Charter fully complying
with the international instruments on hu-
man rights. 

Accordingly, the Forum calls upon the
Arab kings and presidents to amend the
Charter in the light of the following

1- The draft of the Charter prepared by
the experts of the United Nations High
Commissioner on Human Rights
(UNHCHR) and delivered to the League
of Arab States on January 14, 2004. 
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2-  The memorandum of UNHCHR sub-
mitted to the League of Arab States on
January 30, 2004 on its reservations on
the Charter.

3- The memorandum submitted by 36
Arab human rights NGOs to the
League of Arab States and UNHCHR
on December 21, 2003.

4- The comments submitted by Amnesty
International and the International
Commission of Jurists (ICJ) to
UNHCHR and the League of Arab
States on the Arab Charter on Human
Rights.

5- The reservations of the chair of the
Permanent Committee on Human
Rights in the League of Arab States on
the Charter. Such reservations are in-
cluded in his message to the UNHCHR
on February 10, 2004. He sent a copy
of the message to the League of Arab
States and informed the Secretary Gen-
eral of it in a special meeting on Feb-
ruary 19, 2004. 

Finally, the Forum emphasizes that each
regional instrument should honestly reflect
the reality of ethnic, religious, cultural and
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linguistic plurality in the region. The Arab
peoples are not Arabs only, or Muslims
only and not all the Muslim are Sunni. It
has several races, religions, sects, cultures
and languages that should enjoy respect and
equality and should be ensured in the re-
gional document, including its name.
Hence, the Forum proposes the following
title "Charter/Convention on Human Rights
and Peoples in the Arab World".   

IV- The Civil Society and Reforming
the Arab Regional Regime

There is a dire need to have a new re-
gional regime in the Arab world based on
modern states. Such states would be based
on justice, law, democracy and human
rights and utilize the potentials to meet the
common interests. Restructuring this re-
gional regime is a must in order to cope
with the new situations imposed by the geo-
strategic givens in the region. Such givens
pose great challenges to the political future
and status of the Arab world. Hence, re-
forming the League of Arab States and ef-
fectuating its role is even a more dire need
and one of the fundamentals of developing
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the regional regime of the Arab world. In
this regard, the Forum calls for the fol-
lowing: 

* Restructuring the League of Arab
States in order to be a rostrum for peoples
and not governments only, and for the civil
societies in all fields. This would help to
enhance the bilateral and multilateral re-
lations between the similar political parties,
syndicates, NGOs and human relief or-
ganizations. Public representation should be
allowed through a civil forum parallel to
the principle meetings of the League, in-
cluding the summit Forums. This would al-
low opening channels for dialogue and
cooperation between the representatives of
the governments and NGOs in the manner
adopted in different regions in the world in-
cluding Africa.

* Connecting the specialized organiza-
tions in the League and the General As-
sembly, on the one hand, and the civil so-
ciety institutions in the Arab world, on the
other hand. 
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2- CIHRS organized the Forum in cooperation with the
Moroccan Organization for Human Rights. 

V- New Responsibilities for 

the Human Rights Movement

Over the last two decades, the Arab hu-
man rights NGOs have been the first to call
for democratizing the Arab world and for
comprehensive reform. Such organizations
reaffirm their pledge to continue the strug-
gle for the same objectives. Moreover, they
pledge to always reconsider their mech-
anisms and structures in order to be more
democratic and relevant to the other major
objectives. 

Five years ago, the human rights move-
ment in the Arab world placed the struggle
for democracy as a priority in the Cas-
ablanca Declaration of the conference held
in April 1999(2).  The declaration tackled
the relation between the human rights
NGOs, political parties and groups in the
Arab region. A major response is noticeable
in this respect e.g. in Morocco, Egypt, Bah-
rain, Sudan and recently in Syria. 

The current developments in the Arab
world, placing comprehensive reform on
top of the priorities of democracy, urge the
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human rights NGOs to proceed forward
with other moves. 

The Forum recommends the following

1- That it turns into a permanent annual
forum to be convened parallel to the
meetings of the Arab summit. More-
over, it is desirable to hold it in the
state hosting the Arab summit and to
enlarge its scale in order to better rep-
resent the civil society in the Arab
world. The civil society should be rep-
resented in the Arab summits as an ob-
server so that it can directly present the
recommendations of the forum to the
Arab leaders.

2-  The role of the human rights NGOs
should not be limited to maintaining
human rights in any program for re-
form. However, being separate from
political and authority aspirations, they
should, whenever necessary or viable,
play a mediating role in order to co-
ordinate the work of reform powers in-
side and outside the governing regimes.
Such includes forming committees and
coalitions for reform wherever pos-
sible.  
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3- The reservations of the human rights
NGOs on the international initiatives
for reform should not hinder positive
and constructive interaction with those
who make such initiatives. This would
be affected through participation in dis-
cussion and evaluation in order to
achieve positive impacts on the final
content of such initiatives that will be
concluded, probably in one joint in-
itiative, during the coming three
months. In this respect, it is imperative
for the civil society institutions in the
Arab world to study the possibility of
holding meetings parallel to the three
international summits to be held next
June in the United States, Ireland and
Turkey successively to adopt a po-
tential US-European initiative.

4- Human rights NGOs should promote
their occasional work regarding the is-
sues of democratic reform and en-
hancement of human rights, including
reforming the League of Arab States
and the Arab Charter on Human
Rights. They should adopt institutional
work plans, particularly that their re-
lation with the Arab League might be
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moving to a new phase, in case the
modest bill to reform the Arab League
and the Charter in the forthcoming
summit is adopted. 

Human rights NGOs have exerted con-
certed efforts to expose the deficiencies of
the Arab Charter on Human Rights since its
issuance in 1994. Over the past two years,
they coordinated their work with the inter-
national human rights NGOs and the
UNHCHR as they held their Forums in
Amman, Sana’a, Cairo, Geneva and Beirut.
They managed to push the League of Arab
States to seek the assistance of the
UNHCHR experts, which lead to making
major amendments to the original version
of the Charter. Hence, this might allow the
discussion of internal human rights issues
for the first time in the League of Arab
States. 

Such development requires planned ded-
icated work on the part of human rights
NGOs in order to safeguard the direct and
indirect representation of their point of
view inside the League. This might be
achieved via holding meetings parallel to
the meeting of the Committee on Human
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Rights at the Arab League and other rel-
evant meetings. 

Such an objective should not be left to
occasional coordination among the or-
ganizations as has been done until now.
This might necessitate establishing a spe-
cial institutional structure for this purpose
that might be regarded as an observatory of
the League of Arab States with respect to
human rights. Such a proposed structure
might be a new institution to be established
for this purpose, or a coordinating network/
federation gathering the NGOs concerned. 

The role of such an institution might be
expanded to monitor the process of re-
forming the League itself and to what ex-
tent reform might provide room for the civil
society. Moreover, it might monitor any
new regional conventions to be tabled on
the agenda of the Arab League, relevant to
human rights and the human rights dimen-
sions in the performance of the agencies,
specialized organizations and the other sub-
sidiary committees of the League of Arab
States.
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1- Justice and Mercy Association  / Lebanon
2- The Arab Organization for the Freedom of

the Press  / (Regional organization)
3- Organization Marocaine Des Droits Humains
4- The Committees for Defending Democratic

Freedoms and Human Rights in Syria
5- The Human Rights Association in Syria
6- New Women’s Studies Center / Egypt
7- Merciful Hearts Association for Develop-

ment / Lebanon
8- Human Rights Association for the As-

sistance of Prisoners / Egypt
9- The Tunisian Association of Democratic

Women
10- The Egyptian Organization for Human

Rights
11- The Committee for Defending Democracy /

Egypt
12- Sudanese Studies Center
13- Ligue Tunisienne pour La Defence des

Droits de l’Homme 

The First Civil Forum Parallel to
the Arab Summit

Beirut, March 19 – 22, 2004

List of the Participant Institutions
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14- The Sudanese Association for Conservation
of the Environment

15- The Iraqi Network for Human Rights Cul-
ture and Development

16- The Regional Center for Human Security
/ Jordan

17- The Arab National Forum / Lebanon
18- House of Syndicate and Labor Services /

Egypt
19- The Algerian Association for Defending

Human Rights
20- Social Work Association for Democratic

Elections
21- The Arab Institute for Human Rights  / (Re-

gional institution)
22- Arab Women Court / Lebanon
23- Arab Development NGOs Network / Leb-

anon
24- Nile Peace Voyage / Sudan
25- The Association of Unlimited Development

Work "Nab’" / Lebanon
26- Protection Center of the Rights of the Pal-

estinians / Lebanon
27- Council of Middle East Churches / (Re-

gional institution) 
28- Justice Africa Organization / UK / (Re-

gional institution)
29-  Bahrain Human Rights Society 
30- Bahrain Center for Human Rights
31- Human Rights Information and Training
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Center / Yemen
32- The Iraqi Association for Human Rights /

Denmark
33- El Khoei Charity Institution  / UK/ Iraq
34- The Lebanese Association for Enhancing

Transparency
35- Women Development Forum  / Egypt
36- Association for Coordinating the Pal-

estinian NGOs
37- Forum Verite et justice  / Morocco  
38- The Gulf Center for Freedom of the Press  /

Oman
39- The Egyptian Democratic Social Center  /

Egypt
40- Yemen Center for Human Rights Studies
41- Palestinian Human Rights Organization

"Shahed"  /  Lebanon
42- Center for Studies and Programs of Al-

ternative Development  /  Egypt
43- Sister Arabic Forum for Human Rights

(SAF)  / Yemen
44- “Salma” Center for Studying and Docu-

menting Women Rights/ Sudan
45- Association of Democratic Development  /

Egypt
46-  Human Rights Committee at the Bar As-

sociation / Lebanon
47- Lebanon Association for Human Rights
48- The Saudi Center for Human Rights
49- Amazeeg Network for Citizenship / Morocco
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50- The Libyan League for Human Rights /
Germany

51- The Palestinian Human Rights Organiza-
tion  Lebanon

52- Association for Defending Rights and Free-
doms  / Lebanon

53- The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Stud-
ies (Regional institution).
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The First Arab Civil Forum 
parallel to the Arab Summit 

Carries a Message on Political 
Reform to the Arab Leaders 

Press Release
March 22, 2004

The First Arab Civil Forum parallel to
the Arab Summit adopted the general
framework of the initiative for political re-
form in the Arab world. 

The initiative tackles

1- Fundamental principles for reform;

2- Fundamental demands for reform in-
cluding: general demands and specific
demands on the rights of nationalities
and minorities, women, expatriate la-
borers        and refugees; renewing re-
ligious discourse and the priorities of
reform in Sudan, Iraq and Palestine;

3- Reforming the League of Arab States
and the Charter for Human Rights.
Moreover, it identifies the priorities of
the Arab Human Rights organizations
in the process of reform. 
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It included the fundamental demands to
end the state of emergency, abolishing mar-
tial laws and courts, releasing prisoners of
conscience, putting an end to the practice of
torture, guaranteeing freedom of opinion
and expression and the circulation of in-
formation. Besides, it included calls for
prohibiting the censorship of religious in-
stitutions on political, intellectual, literary
and artistic activities, combating corruption
and abuse of public property, enjoying civil
representative regimes through free and in-
tegral elections, ensuring the rights of na-
tionalities and ethnic, religious, cultural and
linguistic minorities and other demands. 

This came within the framework of the
proceedings of the First Civil Arab Forum
organized by the Cairo Institute for Human
Rights Studies (CIHRS), in cooperation
with the Association for Defending Rights
and Freedom (ADL) and the Palestinian
Human Rights Organization, and in co-
ordination with the Euro-Mediterranean
Human Rights Network (EMHRN), the In-
ternational Federation for Human Rights
(fidh) and the sponsorship of the European
Commission. The Forum was held from
19th to 22nd March 2004 in Beirut, as the
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Tunisian authorities rejected the call of
CIHRS to hold the Forum in Tunisia. 

In a message to the Arab Kings and
Presidents, the Forum adopted the said rec-
ommendations together with a detailed doc-
ument entitled "Second Independence" as
this phase complements what was not
achieved by the "First" independence i.e.
peoples’ self-rule. Furthermore, the Forum
adopted a number of sideline releases on
the prisoners of conscience in Saudi Arabia
and Syria, detainees in Tunisia and Egypt,
the blasts in Madrid and the terrorist acts in
Iraq, constitutional reform in Bahrain and
the rights of Palestinian refugees. The For-
um denounced the assassination of Sheikh
Ahmed Yassin. Finally, the Forum assigned
CIHRS to negotiate with the Algerian au-
thorities to host the coming forum in March
2005 where the next Arab Summit will be
held.  
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The Cairo Institute for Human Rights
Studies (CIHRS) submitted the framework
of an initiative for political reform in the
Arab region to the Secretariat of the League
of Arab States, the Arab ambassadors to
Egypt and the Secretariat of the Republican
office in Egypt. In the meantime, members
of the First Civil Forum parallel to the Arab
summit delivered a message to their Kings
and Presidents. 

The message of the CIHRS urged the
Arab Kings and Presidents to adopt such
framework for political reform, or to invite
a delegation representing the Forum to at-
tend the meetings of the summit, as an ob-
server, to present the initiative, or to in-
clude one or more of the members of the
Forum in some of the official delegations as
(an) observer(s). This aims at presenting and
explaining the framework of the initiative

The Civil Forum calls upon the
Arab Kings and Presidents to allow

presenting its Initiative 
for Political Reform 
to the Arab Summit

Press Release
March 25, 2004 
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for the delegations, on the sidelines of the
meetings of the summit, after the rejection
of Tunisia to host the Forum. 

CIHRS organized the Forum in Beirut,
March 19th-22nd in cooperation with the
Association for Defending Rights and Free-
doms (ADL) and the Palestinian Human
Rights Organization (Rights), and in co-
ordination with the Euro-Mediterranean
Human Rights Network (EMHRN), the In-
ternational Federation for Human Rights
(FIDH) and the sponsorship of the Eu-
ropean Commission. The Forum was at-
tended by 87 participants; 74 participants
from 52 organizations and institutions - in
addition to the academic and political fig-
ures - from 13 Arab states and 13 observers
representing 13 organizations and in-
stitutions from 10 states,. 

The framework of the initiative tackles: 

1- Fundamental principles for reform;

2- Fundamental demands for reform in-
cluding: general demands and specific de-
mands on the rights of nationalities and mi-
norities, women, expatriate laborers and
refugees; renewing religious discourse and
the priorities of reform in Sudan, Iraq and
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Palestine; 

3- Reforming the League of Arab States
and its Charter on Human Rights. More-
over, it identifies the priorities of the Arab
Human Rights organizations in the course
of reform. 

The initiative calls for ending the state of
emergency, abolishing martial laws and
courts, releasing prisoners of conscience,
putting an end to the practice of torture,
guaranteeing freedom of opinion and ex-
pression and the circulation of information.
Besides, it included calls for prohibiting the
censorship of religious institutions on polit-
ical, intellectual, literary and artistic activ-
ities, combating corruption and abuse of
public property, enjoying civil repre-
sentative regimes through free and fair elec-
tions, ensuring the rights of nationalities
and ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic
minorities and other demands. 

In a message to the Arab Kings and
Presidents, the Forum adopted the said rec-
ommendations together with a detailed doc-
ument entitled "Second Independence" as
this phase complements what was not
achieved by the "First" independence i.e.
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peoples’ self-rule and democracy. Fur-
thermore, the Forum adopted a number of
sideline releases on: the prisoners of con-
science in Saudi Arabia and Syria, de-
tainees in Tunisia and Egypt, the blasts in
Madrid and the terrorist acts in Iraq, de-
nunciation of the assassination of Sheikh
Ahmed Yassin, constitutional reform in
Bahrain and the rights of Palestinian ref-
ugees.

On a separate press release, the Forum
called upon the Algerian authorities to pro-
vide the necessary facilitation to the CIHRS
to hold the second Civil Forum parallel to
the summit to be held in Algeria in March
2005. The Forum assigned the CIHRS to
negotiate with the Algerian authorities.
Moreover, it urged the League of Arab
States to cooperate with the CIHRS in this
regard. 
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The Cairo Institute for Human Rights
Studies (CIHRS) expresses its grief for the
postponement of the Arab Summit which
was to be held tomorrow in Tunisia. Such
an incident emphasizes the vulnerability of
the will to reform on the part of the Arab
governments. It arouses doubts regarding
the use of the League of Arab States in its
current structure. The said summit gained
the attention of numerous entities as the
Arab governments were excepted to declare
their commitment towards reform whether
inside the Arab societies or the League of
Arab States, however, such commitment
was not taken seriously. The failure on the
part of the Arab governments to held the
said summit transfers the responsibility to
the Arab civil society in order to effectuate
initiatives for reform and mobilize the pub-
lic opinion to enhance such initiatives

Towards "Second Independence"
Reform is Due Regardless of a New

Arab Summit

Press Release
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without waiting for the governments. 

On numerous occasions, the civil society
institutions proved their ability to conclude
a collective program for comprehensive re-
form. For instance, the First Arab Civil For-
um parallel to the Arab Summit was held in
Beirut March 19th- 22nd 2004 upon an in-
itiative by the CIHRS in cooperation with
the Association for Defending Rights and
Freedoms (ADL) and the Palestinian Hu-
man Rights Organizations (Rights). In the
said Forum, 52 NGOs FROM 13 Arab
states proposed a detailed initiative tackling
the fundamental principles for reform in-
side the Arab states on the one hand and the
League of Arab States and the Charter on
Human Rights on the other hand. 

The fundamental principles of the in-
itiative included:  ending the state of emer-
gency, abolishing exceptional laws and
courts, releasing prisoners of conscience,
ending the practice of torture, ensuring the
freedom of forming political parties, trade
unions and NGOs. Moreover, the initiative
called for ensuring the freedom of opinion
and expression and the circulation of in-
formation, banning the censorship of the
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religious institutions over political, in-
tellectual, literary and artistic activity, com-
bating corruption and abuse of public prop-
erty. The Arab societies should enjoy civil
representative regimes through free and fair
elections. The rights of the nationalities,
ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic mi-
norities should be ensured. The Forum
adopted such recommendations in a mes-
sage directed to the Arab Kings and Pres-
idents and a detailed document entitled
"Second Independence" – resuming what
was not achieved in the stage of "first" in-
dependence i.e. peoples’ self-rule. The mes-
sage was submitted to the Arab officials
and the Secretariat of the League of Arab
States. 

The summit failed to consider the rec-
ommendations of reform. Hence, the civil
and political society in the Arab world
should not await a new summit, that would
probably never be held. It should effectuate
reform in each state according to the polit-
ical priorities and the status quo.   
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A press conference held today in Cairo
called upon the new Arab Summit to tackle
the issue of political reform in the Arab
world seriously. The speakers emphasized
that the main issue is not the place or tim-
ing of the summit, rather the stance of the
summit towards reform, discussion of the
initiative of the civil society for reform and
the participation of a representative delega-
tion, as an observer, in the proceedings of
the summit. 

The press conference was held at the
headquarters of the Cairo Institute for Hu-
man Rights Studies (CIHRS) today morn-
ing. It tackled the initiative of the First
Arab Civil Forum which was held parallel
to the Arab Summit on political reform in
the Arab world. The said initiative is to be
presented to the upcoming Arab Summit.
Among the speakers were Bahey El Din

It is not a matter of Where or When …

The Arab Summit should Take a
Serious Stance towards Political

Reform?
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Hassan, Director of the CIHRS, Hafez Abu
Seada, Secretary General of the Egyptian
Organization for Human Rights, Salah Eis-
sa, editor-in-chief of Al Qahera newspaper,
Hussein Abdel Razeq, the rapporteur of the
Committee for Defending Democracy. The
said speakers participated in the First Civil
Forum. 

The speakers tackled the general frame-
work of the initiative highlighting the ne-
cessity of allowing the participation of the
civil society in the issue of reform as it is
not restricted to the governments only. The
Arab civil society should play a role in de-
cision making in the Arab states. The rec-
ommendations of the Forum confirmed the
necessity of holding an annual summit for
the NGOs regardless of convening the Arab
summit. It also called for preparing for es-
tablishing a regional structure for the hu-
man rights organizations in the Arab world.

The participants emphasized that the rec-
ommendations stem from the inevitability
of renewing the national project for polit-
ical and democratic reform. Maintaining the
status quo in the Arab world opens the door
for foreign intervention which invokes the
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suppression of internal proposals for re-
form. Any delay of the process of reform
results in the increase of extremism and ter-
rorism. 

The First Arab Civil Forum parallel to
the Arab Summit was held in Beirut March
19th- 22nd 2004 upon an initiative by the
CIHRS in cooperation with the Association
for Defending Rights and Freedoms (ADL)
and the Palestinian Human Rights Or-
ganizations (Rights). In the said Forum, 52
NGOs FROM 13 Arab states proposed a
detailed initiative tackling the fundamental
principles for reform inside the Arab states
on the one hand and the League of Arab
States and the Charter on Human Rights on
the other hand. 

The fundamental principles of the in-
itiative included: ending the state of emer-
gency, abolishing exceptional laws and
courts, releasing prisoners of conscience,
ending the practice of torture, ensuring the
freedom of forming political parties, trade
unions and NGOs. Moreover, the initiative
called for ensuring the freedom of opinion
and expression and the circulation of in-
formation, banning the censorship of the
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religious institutions over political, in-
tellectual, literary and artistic activity, com-
bating corruption and abuse of public prop-
erty. The Arab societies should enjoy civil
representative regimes through free and fair
elections. The rights of the nationalities,
ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic mi-
norities should be ensured. The Forum
adopted such recommendations in a mes-
sage directed to the Arab Kings and Pres-
idents and a detailed document entitled
"Second Independence" -resuming what
was not achieved in the stage of "first" in-
dependence i.e. peoples’ self-rule. The mes-
sage was submitted to the Arab officials
and the Secretariat of the League of Arab
States.


