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Introduction

Journalists in the countries plagued with conflicts in the Middle East are subjected
to unspeakable human rights violations. They face arbitrary arrests and unfair trials,
including politicized death sentences. Defamation campaigns and death threats are also
rife. Journalists are subjected to harassment and physical assaults while doing their jobs
and covering the crises that citizens are going through in those countries. Journalists
play a role in uncovering the truth and holding parties to conflict accountable for
violations committed in these armed conflicts. All the warring parties in these areas,
including governments and armed groups, imposed their control over press freedom.
They muzzle the voices of independent journalists who uncover the human rights
violations. The conflict parties practice intimidation against journalists and media
professionals in the absence of accountability. Impunity for crimes has also become the
norm. The press and journalists are facing great danger in conflict countries in the
Middle East. Journalists cannot do their work in a safe, free, and transparent
environment. The Middle East’s main countries plagued with conflicts are Syria, Libya,
Yemen, Irag, and occupied Palestine, and these countries are classified as the most
dangerous places to work for journalists worldwide.

Human rights estimates indicate that journalism in crisis and conflict-affected
areas in the Middle East is very risky and hazardous, especially when they report on
militias and armed group violations, particularly in absence of human rights charters or
treaties stipulated by international law to protect citizens. For example, Reporters
without Borders' 2021 report on freedom of the press worldwide indicates the low levels
of press freedom in conflict countries in the Middle East. It stat that occupied Palestine
ranks number 132, lrag 163, Libya 165, Yemen 169, and Syria 173 out of 180
countries®. Press freedom becomes the weakest in armed conflicts in the Middle East.

In Palestine, violations by the Israeli occupation forces against journalists have
dramatically escalated. The journalists reveal the ongoing crimes committed by the
Israeli occupation forces, the most important of which are the process of Judaizing
Jerusalem, demographic change, and the displacement of citizens. These violations
varied between arbitrary arrests and cases of physical assaults and the prevention of
journalists from reporting on the human rights violations that accompany the
confiscation of press equipment and materials. Human rights estimates indicate that the
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Israeli occupation government committed about 215 violations of media freedoms
during the year 20202. In lIrag, the situation is not much better; militias and armed
groups targeted and threatened journalists due to their journalistic work. That forced
many journalists to leave the media work for fear of reprisals by these groups.
Meanwhile, a human rights report recorded 305 violations against Iragi journalists and
media institutions during the year 20203

Armed groups and factions target Syrian journalists, which puts them at risk.
They behave as if they are government authorities, and increase the kidnapping and
threat of media activists and journalists. Human rights estimates indicate that all the
conflicting parties committed violations against media professionals during 2020. The
armed factions of the Turkish government in northeastern Syria and the Hay'at Tahrir al-
Sham movement committed 100 violations of the right of journalists and more than 15
attempts and murders®. Moreover, in Yemen, the Houthi group topped the list of
perpetrators of violations against journalists, as it arrests journalists and issues sentences
against them that reach the death penalty. In the context of politicized trials that lack the
legal rules and procedures for a fair trial. Some human rights reports also document 143
violations of press and media freedoms in Yemen; the politically contested parties
committed them®.

In Libya, personal attacks on journalists are increasing, as armed militias
threatened journalists and media professionals. The conflicting parties do not want to
guarantee the minimum freedom of the press, but rather each party tries to impose its
control over the various means of press expression. Journalists in conflict countries in
the Middle East pay the price for all these human rights violations, as they are the
weakest in armed conflicts. In light of the above human rights violations, Maat for
Peace, Development, and Human Rights discusses the state of press freedom in Yemen,
occupied Palestine, Iraq, Libya, and Syria. These are countries of political conflict in the
Middle East in which there are many armed parties, especially non-state actors and
terrorist and jihadist movements. These parties are working to silence journalists'
mouths through various methods of intimidation and intimidation, including verbal
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threats and physical attacks, murder, attack the media headquarters, arbitrary arrests, and
kidnappings, in addition to the issuance of judgments based on unfair trials.

Killing and targeting journalists

Armed groups targeted many journalists in conflict countries in the Middle East
region with physical liquidation and direct assassinations or direct murder while
covering the events. Many journalists paid their lives as a price for their opinions
opposing the leaders and individuals of these armed groups. That comes in conjunction
with governments' reluctance to take serious measures to investigate these incidents. It
makes the perpetration of incidents of targeting journalists again as a direct result of the
prevailing climate of impunity resulting from lax investigations into the murders of
journalists while they are working or subjecting them to physical liquidation by armed
groups. In Syria, three journalists were killed while carrying out their media work while
documenting grave violations against civilians during the armed conflict. A Russian
airstrike killed Abdul Nasser Haj Hamdan on February 20, Ma'arat al-Naasan, in
northern Idlib governorate. Journalists Ibranim Al-Darwish and Ahmed Rahal were also
wounded while they were covering the war events®.

On 4 February, journalist Amjad Anas Aktalati was killed in Ariha, south of Idlib,
while covering the events’. The Syrian journalist and photographer Rashid Bakr was
also killed in an airstrike while reporting local news in October 20208. In a related
context, many journalists were seriously injured, which almost resulted in death. Russia
Today's correspondent, Wafaa Shabrouni, Syrian journalist for RT, was seriously
wounded in Idlib in January 2020, after a jihadist of the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham placed a
bomb on her way®. The reporter Diaa Kaddour and camera operator Ibrahim Kahil from
Iranian-funded broadcaster Al-Alam TV, reporter Kinana Allouche from the pro-
government Syrian broadcaster Sama TV, and camera operator Suhaib al-Masry from
the Iranian-funded broadcaster Al-Kawthar TV, according to reports by their employers.
In February of the same year, reporter Diaa Kaddour, camera operator Ibrahim Kahil
from Iranian-funded broadcaster Al-Alam TV, and the cameraman of Al-Kawthar
Channel, Sohaib Al-Masry, suffered severe injuries due to the targeting of armed groups
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during their coverage of the Syrian army's operations in southern Aleppo governorate®.
The journalist Shadi Helwa and the photographers Sherif Abs and George Orflian were
injured. These groups targeted them during their coverage of the army's operations in
western Aleppo countryside!!. On 12 December 2020, masked gunmen on a motorbike
shot the journalist of the Arabic channel on the Turkish (TRT) television Hussain
Khattab in western Aleppo countryside!?. On 07 January 2021, a masked and unknown
gunmen group attempted to assassinate Syria TV correspondent Bahaa al-Halabi they
wounded him with gunshots in his arm, shoulder, and chest?2,

In Yemen, A TV journalist Adeeb Al-Janani was killed in a missile attack on
Aden Airport, and the correspondent of the Yemeni channel, Sadiq Al-Ratibi'*, was
wounded. Unidentified gunmen assassinated photographer Nabil Hasan al-Qaiti on June
2, outside his home in a suburb of Aden city located in the south of Yemen®®. In this
regard, Maat clarifies that the government's failure to pursue the perpetrators of the
assassination incidents has resulted in non-prevent of these successive crimes.
Meanwhile, unknown gunmen shot Iraqi Dijlah TV journalist Ahmed Abdul Samad and
his cameraman Safaa al-Ghali in Basra®®. Abd al-Samad was known for his opposition to
the pro-Iranian parties in Irag. In a related context of the repeated assassinations that
journalists are subjected to by unknown gunmen in lIrag, in February 2020'7,
unidentified people shot the director of the al-Janabi media group, Al-Rasheed CEO
Nizar Thanoun, in Baghdad. In this context, Maat confirms that the operations the
constant targeting of journalists in conflict zones in the Middle East has created a
climate of fear that poses a threat to freedom of the press. Consequently, Maat demands
the necessity to provide the necessary protection to journalists and media professionals
who work to convey the citizens suffer in conflict zones in the Middle East.

Arbitrary arrests and unfair trials against journalists

https://bit.ly/3aWZPRs 2020 s ¢ (e jé oLl ANy ccals 8 5 o 8U8 Jusl ya g allall 58 ) gucma g Al o diial 10
https://bit.ly/3tceuOW ¢« 2020 ) s ¢y sud) (5 5l 8U8 a8 Ay Ay ) g phe) Jilas sl (33 58 Calagind 11
https://bit.ly/2R|5862 2020 w5l @S cla (i y & i (e 3 je TRT 88 Juil je Jiie) 12
https://bit.ly/3aWGS8ZY ¢ 2021 ki ¢ sl G soialll (Juie) Dglan S adadl eley b gus (50 380 Jud ye Al 13
https://bit.ly/3u9uGCO ¢ Cmisall Joall AoVl ccae Jhaa o o gaa 3"l U8 il ja Jia zpaill 14

2020 s ¢ Ja Y1 38 5 oad) Alad) 3 Cpudancall ol Alas¥) ¢ 8 Cndseme Ao e ol A AS 5 ) pean Jie el 19
https://bit.ly/32VSopm

¢ 2020 i« 24@}6&%@&%‘&55”‘&&\& ;uma‘)jmjimn;\:mi‘éj@aﬂdﬁ.n:é‘)ﬂ\ 16
https://bit.ly/3aXSaSN

https://bit.ly/3h10CmB « 2020 x> IQ NEWS ¢3lall (& gisall Jeall ole T gl )5 plie (g pleh 17
4



https://bit.ly/3aWZPRs
https://bit.ly/3tceuOW
https://bit.ly/2Rj5g62
https://bit.ly/3aWG8ZY
https://bit.ly/3u9uGC0
https://bit.ly/32VSopm
https://bit.ly/3aXSaSN
https://bit.ly/3h1OCmB

Journalists face the risk of detained arbitrarily, enforced disappearance, and
torture solely about their work or critical views. They refused systematic discrimination
and repression of enforcement agencies or armed movements in conflict countries in the
Middle East, in a climate of continuing media workers’ harassment in general. Some of
them were also tried in the context of uncontrolled legal proceedings marred by
allegations that undermined the right to a fair trial. In Yemen, the various political
parties subjected journalists to investigations and arrests for their alleged involvement in
activities hostile to the Yemeni national security.

However, they arrest against the background of condemning the practices of these
parties for human rights violations. During the first quarter of 2021, 7 journalists were
arrested®, while seven others were tried and summoned. Meanwhile, the Houthi group
issued arbitrary, politicized rulings that lack any fair procedures to try 11 journalists in
2020, among which four journalists were convicted in April 2020 to death®. In
November 2020, armed factions affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood in the Shabwah
governorate arrested Al-Ghad Al-Mashreq channel reporter in Ateq, Jamal Schneiter.
Schneiterdue was arrested due to his coverage of popular protests in the governorate
before they released him due to human rights pressure in the same month?,

On the other hand, the lIsraeli occupation government targets journalists with direct
arbitrary detention simply because of their ability to influence the international
community through their journalistic work. They reveal occupation forces violations
against civilians; especially, women, and children, such as demographic displacement
and the systematic Judaization of Jerusalem. In April 2021, an Israeli army unit of 12
fully equipped soldiers stormed the house of Al-Rimawi. They arrested Al-Rimawi after
brutally and severely beaten; for exposing their violations against Palestinians, which
has recently escalated in the West Bank. In a related context, the Israeli authorities
arrested both the journalist Muhammad Ali Ateeq and the writer Mufid Taher Jalghoum
during the same month?t. During March of the same year, the occupation forces detained
many journalists and arrested some of them for covering Palestinian marches against
settlements in separate areas of the old Palestinian neighbourhoods. Moreover, the
occupation forces arrested many media professionals due to their documentation of
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assaults complicit settlers with the Israeli police against the indigenous population.
Among these journalists is Mona Al Qawasim, who was detained and kept her from
covering media activities in Jerusalem?2.

In 2020, the Israeli occupation forces arrested about 16 journalists and media
workers, including the journalist Bushra al-Tawil. Israeli occupation forces also arrested
the journalist Bushra al-Taweel in December 2019 and placed her under administrative
detention. The occupation forces had previously arrested al-Taweel many times,
including her arrest in late 2019 for seven and a half months before being released in
July 2020. The Israeli Military Court also later sentenced the journalist Bushra al-Tawil
to four months in administrative imprisonment without any fair procedures denotes the
context of achieving justice?®. These arrests were also accompanied by assaults
amounting to torture crimes against journalists, among which was the assault on the
journalist Thaer Abdel Nasser Al-Sharif during his detention?.

In Libya, armed groups affiliated with the Government of National Accord arrest
journalists for objecting to increasing their influence in Libyan affairs®. In October
2020, the Tripoli Revolutionary Brigade, affiliated with the Government of National
Accord, arrested the journalist Mohamed Baayou, the head of the Libyan Media
Foundation, for his objection to the growth of the influence of armed groups, especially
Islamic ones, in the Libyan affair. The Nawasi Battalion, a group affiliated with the
Government of National Accord, hid the journalist Sami Al-Sharif, the director of the
local broadcaster Al-Jawhara Radio, for 11 days before releasing him on December 3,
2020%. The disappearance was for threat and intimidation. In August 2020, Al-Sharif
was covering anti-government demonstrations in Tripoli. The demonstrations came out
to condemn the violations and corruption of the Al-Wefaq government and its collusion
with armed factions that legitimize intimidation against the press freedom to silence
their views against these armed factions?’.
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Meanwhile, the same thing is repeated in Syria, as armed factions arrest
journalists to restrict them to media freedoms and prevent them from covering the
various violations committed by these factions in the conflict environment. In July 2020,
Fulayq al-Sham members, one of the armed factions of the Turkish government in
northern Syria, arrested journalists Hassan al-Mukhtar and Ibrahim al-Darwish for
several hours; due to their media coverage of the events in Northern Aleppo countryside
28 In August of the same year, the military court of the Ankara factions in Afrin
sentenced the media activist Mahmoud al-Dimashqi to three months in prison on charges
of insulting the Syrian National Army of Turkey on social media®®. In April 2021, the
Headquarters for the Liberation of Al-Sham detained the media activist Amer Ismail
Asi®,

In Irag, armed factions are subjected journalists to arbitrary arrests and enforced
disappearances. That is due to their fieldwork in most cases related to covering
demonstrations and protests organized by Iraqi citizens to object to the growth of armed
factions in Iraqi political life and the instability it causes at all levels. Additionally, the
Iragi police arrest some journalists and media professionals who cover usurped
demonstrations due to the poor economic and social conditions resulting from the
government's mismanagement of state resources. For example, Basra police arrested Al-
Ghadeer channel correspondent Fouad Al-Halfi, Reuters photographer, Mohamed Al-
Fartousi and Shargi photographers, Ahmed Raed and Mamoun Muhammad, a freelance
photographer working for several news agencies, while they were covering the
demonstrations in January 2020, before they were released a few hours later3!,
According to human rights estimates, Iraq recorded 268 violations against journalists,
including threats, prosecutions, beatings, and prevention of coverage, in the period from
May 2020 to May 2021%

Incitement against journalists forces them to leave the media

The threat of physical liquidation, murder, defamation, and hate speech by many
journalists led to intimidation of journalists, and many of them left the media profession.
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Others feared and remained silent, fearing punishment by the threatening parties,
wherever there is no law, impunity, and the verbal targeting of journalists. In Yemen, the
Yemeni reporter Journalists and Syndicate (YJS) board member Nabil Al Osaidi has
repeatedly received phone call threats; in a bid to intimidate him. Al Osaidi revealed the
corruption of Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi government members and their relationship
with the Houthi group®. Moreover, the Houthi group threatened journalist Hassan Al-
Warith with death due to his criticism of the corruption in the institutions under Houthi
leaders' control**. Not only that, the former head of the Yemeni Journalists Syndicate,
Abdul-Bari Taher, was threatened with death by the Houthis because of his views
against them. The group is using threats of physical liquidation as a tool to silence
journalists opposing its policy®.

In Irag, the Iranian-backed The Popular Mobilization Forces and other Shiite
armed groups have threatened reporters and media workers on the Dijlah media channel
since August 2020 through social media; due to their journalistic work. Reporter Ziyad
al-Fatlawi, photography worker Muhammad al-Bolani, reporter Ali Muhammad and
other media professionals in the channel were exposed to insults, slander, and death
threats, which forced no less than six journalists working for the channel to resign.
Correspondent Zaid Al-Fatlawi received a message from an unknown person that
included a picture of his car with a message saying we will get you even if you are in
your room3,

Along these lines, the Sabereen News page on Telegram, affiliated with the Shiite
armed militias in Irag, published threats of burning, assassination, and incitement against
the channel's employees. The threats to the channel’s workers continued after submitting
their resignations, describing it as delusional*’. On the other hand, the Iragi government
has been unable to protect these journalists from pursuing armed groups and militias,
indicating the climate of fear prevailing among the media circles in Irag on the Internet.
And which calls on journalists at times to exercise self-censorship on them and remain
silent about the various human rights violations committed by the parties and armed
groups in Irag. Meanwhile, accounts affiliated with armed militias threaten the media
with threats, incitement, and hate speech. Among these threats, the publication of a
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fabricated picture of the building of the German newspaper Deutsche Welle, which
constantly criticizes the Iranian armed militias in Iraq while it is burning®.

In Palestine, Ma'an Network presenter journalist Nahid Abu Taima was subjected
to a campaign of rape and abuse on social media after the proposed law discussion to
strengthen women's rights and protection against domestic violence in June 2020 in her
program®®. In Libya, journalist Hind Ammar was subjected to a smear campaign on
Facebook and Twitter in October 2020. It described her as infidel, immoral, and
violating the traditions of Islam*®, due to the spread of false information and statements
about her attacking the Islamic religion. All previous indicates that journalists have been
targeted with smear campaigns, murder, and physical liquidation, to silence their
dissenting voices and force them to left free media work.

Obstructing journalistic work is the norm in the Arab countries of conflict

The governments failed to provide a suitable environment for journalistic and
media work, and the attacks against the media and media workers in the conflict
countries in the Middle East by various parties continued. Journalism crews are
subjected to assault and denial of coverage, and some media offices have been directly
stormed. In some cases, law enforcement agencies participate in attacks on peaceful
journalists to prevent them from covering the violations committed by these forces in
cases of ending peaceful anti-government demonstrations. That occurs in conjunction
with the continuing state of impunity and the lack of serious dealing with attacks on
journalists’ cases, which constitutes an almost complete obstruction of journalistic work
In an environment characterized by direct suppression of citizens' rights, which requires
continuous media coverage. In May 2020, in Iraq, dozens of protesters stormed the
headquarters of the MBC channel in Baghdad after it broadcast a program criticizing the
late deputy head of the Popular Mobilization Forces, Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis*. In
September, many demonstrators destroyed and burned the headquarters of the Dijlah
channel in Baghdad; in protest at its broadcasting of songs on Ashura Memorial Day*2.

38 Hate Speech, Social Media and Political Violence in Iraq: Virtual Civil Society and Upheaval .The Tahrir Institute for
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In March 2020, two journalists, Hussein Rahm and Khouloud Al-Taie were brutally
beaten by members of the Peace Brigades of Muqtada al-Sadr while they were covering
a demonstration in Baghdad®. In April 2021, Iragi riot police severely beat Asia
Channel correspondent Haider Saleh while covering the protests in Najaf*4.

In Syria, armed groups attack media professionals and prevent them from carrying
out their work by targeting them severely while carrying out their peaceful work. In June
2020, the Headquarters for the Liberation of Al-Sham attacked a group of media
professionals in Idlib Governorate®*. On the other hand, the Israeli occupation forces
constantly attack journalists and media professionals while carrying out their work. The
occupation soldiers prevented a group of journalists from covering a peaceful march
against settlement in the village of Deir Jarir in Ramallah governorate in January 2021
after throwing tear gas canisters at the media*. Meanwhile, the two journalists,
Mahmoud Farrash and Abdel Hafeez Al-Hashlamoun were injured by their targeting by
the occupation forces with two stun grenades; while they were directly covering a
peaceful event against the settlements*’. Maat confirms that these practices occur
periodically by the Israeli occupation forces and systematically. The occupation forces
targeted any journalist who seeks to highlight human rights violations committed by the
occupation forces to the international community, which includes attempts to
demographic change and the accompanying repression of the peaceful demonstrations
against it.

Recommendations: Towards an effective press environment in conflict-affected

countries

Many journalists have been victims of serious human rights violations in conflict
countries in the Middle East. Some were killed while they work, others arrested and
kidnapped. Armed factions attempt to silence them and prevent covering the physical
violations during armed conflicts. The lack of protective measures for journalists from
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hate speech and death threats also contributed to many journalists leaving their work as
well as intimidating others; in a climate of impunity and indolence by law enforcement.
In most cases, media work is obstructed, whether by preventing media professionals
from covering them or attacking them and their media headquarters, including the
equipment necessary for their peaceful work. Consequently, the media environment in
conflict countries in the Middle East region has become fraught with dangers and poses
a real threat to the safety of journalists. For this purpose, Maat for Peace, Development,
and Human Rights recommends the following: -

 Investigating the murders of journalists in conflict countries, while providing a
protective and protective environment against the targeting of journalists by

armed factions.

» The release of all detained journalists; while not using arbitrary arrests as a tool to
silence journalists to talk about various violations.

« All hate speech and death threats are pursued and investigated by law enforcement
agencies so that there is a legal environment that allows freedom of the press

without various pressures.
« Protecting journalists and media offices in conflict countries from repeated

targeting and harassment.
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