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Protests in Oman in January and February 2011, sparked by popular unrest across the Middle East
and North Africa, led to a number of reforms. In response to protesters’ demands, on 27 February
2011 Oman’s head of state, Sultan Qaboos, ordered the creation of 50,000 jobs and 150 Omani riyals
a month (about US$390) in benefits for the unemployed. On 7 March, Sultan Qaboos made a wide-
ranging reshuffle and restructuring of the cabinet, sacking a number of ministers.

However, the Omani authorities have maintained strict restrictions on freedom of expression and
assembly, and protests against the authorities have continued intermittently since March 2011.
Protesters have voiced the need for greater freedom of the press and for certain current and former
ministers to be held to account for offences they are alleged to have committed while in office.
Scores of protesters were arrested and many brought to trial in 2011, while at least one man was
reported to have died when police forcibly dispersed protesters in the town of Sohar.

The recent arrests began on 31 May 2012 when three activists were arrested when they tried to
travel to Fohoud oil field (about 250km south-west of Muscat), to document an oil workers’ strike
that had started a week earlier. The three - lawyer Yaqoub al-Kharousi and activists Habeeba al-
Hina’i and Ismail al-Muqbali from the newly formed Omani Group for Human Rights - were
reportedly charged in connection with inciting a protest. Habeeba al-Hina’i and Yaqoub al-Kharousi
were released on bail on 4 June, but Ismail al-Muqbali is one of those still detained and facing trial.

Following this, more arrests took place of writers and activists in early June. At least 22 people were
arrested on 11 June alone after protesting peacefully outside the police headquarters in Muscat. The
protesters were calling for the release of those who had been detained since 31 May. Basma al-
Kiyumi, who was one of those detained on 11 June, had been arrested on 14 May 2011 during a
peaceful protest in front of the Shura Council in Muscat, along with 14 others, and was released on
bail two days later after being charged with participating in an unlawful gathering.

The Public Prosecution issued a number of statements during this time, one of them on 4 June saying
legal action would be taken against anyone who published “offensive writing” in the media or online
that was deemed to be “inciting” others to action “under the the pretext of freedom of expression”.
On 10 June a public prosecutor confirmed the arrests in the Times of Oman newspaper, saying, “We
are keeping a watch on the bloggers who use such platforms”. Another statement by the Public
Prosecution, which was issued in English on the Oman News Agency website on 13 June, said: “It
has been noticed that there are growing participations and negative writings on discussion forums,
social networking websites and mobile applications. These writings include libels, spreading rumors,
provoking sit-ins and strikes. Such writings are against values and morals of the Omani society,
principles of the freedom of expression, as well as objectives of the constructive criticism. Such
practice prejudices the national security and public interests. It is also a violation of the laws in
force… A number of violators and perpetrators, who have been recently arrested, will be
interrogated and referred to the judicial departments as per the legal procedures in force in this
regard.”
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The rights to freedom of expression and assembly are guaranteed under international human rights
law and standards. Where restrictions are imposed they must be for certain specific purposes, which
include protection of the rights and reputation of others, and must be demonstrably necessary and
proportionate and must not put in jeopardy the right itself. Political public figures should tolerate a
greater degree of criticism, not less, than people generally, and accordingly, criminal or other laws
which provide special protection against criticism for public officials are not consistent with respect
for freedom of expression.
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Names: Bassam Abu Qasida (m), Hilal al-Busa’idi (m), Issa al-Mas’udi (m), Abdullah al-Abdali (m),
Muhammad al-Kiyumi (m), Maymouna al-Badi (f)
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