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Bahrain: Demonstrations held in Manama on 29 and 30 October 2004; numbers and
 treatment of those arrested and detained; whether those detained have been released;
 any court or legal action taken against those who participated in these demonstrations or
 whether they currently face any related charges (September 2004 - October 2005)

Research Directorate, Immigration and Refugee Board, Ottawa

Events Leading to Late October 2004 Demonstrations

On 24 September 2004, human rights activist Abd Al-Hadi al-Khawaja, alternatively
 cited as the executive director (Al-Jazeera 29 Sept. 2004; AP 29 Oct. 2004; AI 2005),
 director (Middle East Times 1 Oct. 2004), and vice-president (HRW 30 Sept. 2004) of the
 Bahrain Centre for Human Rights (BCHR), was speaking at the Uraba Club (Middle East
 Times 1 Oct. 2004; Al-Jazeera 29 Sept. 2004), a social and cultural centre (ibid.), when
 he proceeded to criticize the economic policies of Bahraini Prime Minister Shaikh Khalifa
 bin Salman al-Khalifa (ibid.; Middle East Times 1 Oct. 2004; AI 2005; AP 29 Oct. 2004;
 Gulf News 31 Oct. 2004; HRW 30 Sept. 2004). As a consequence, a number of sources
 reported, the Bahraini government arrested al-Khawaja (ibid.; Middle East Times 1 Oct.
 2004; AP 29 Oct. 2004; AI 2005; Al-Jazeera 29 Sept. 2004; AFP

30 Oct. 2004), dissolved the BCHR (ibid.; HRW 30 Sept. 2004; Gulf News 31 Oct.
 2004; AI 2005; Al-Jazeera 29 Sept. 2004), and closed down the Uraba Club (ibid.).

During al-Khawaja's arrest, a BCHR spokesman was quoted as saying, al-Khawaja
 was "held in total isolation [and] denied visits from his family, lawyers, human rights
 activists, or the media" (Middle East Times 1 Oct. 2004). The dissolution of the BCHR

reportedly included confiscating its documents and funds, shutting off its office's
 electricity, and forbidding its members from entering office premises (HRW 30 Sept.
 2004). Minister of Labour Majid al-Allawi reportedly stated that the BCHR had breached
 Law 21 (of 1989) on societies or associations (ibid.; Al-Jazeera 29 Sept. 2004; see also
 AFP 30 Oct. 2004). King Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa added that "he [would] not tolerate

criticism of senior government officials" (Al-Jazeera 28 Oct. 2004).

Following al-Khawaja's arrest, there were several peaceful street protests calling for
 his release: one on 1 October 2004 with 2,000 protesters (ibid.1 Oct. 2004), one on 15
 October 2004 involving 200 parked cars creating a traffic jam on Manama streets (ibid. 15
 Oct. 2004), and another on 21 October with 2,000 demonstrators (ibid. 21 Oct. 2004).

In 15 October 2005 correspondence with the Research Directorate, a representative
 from the BCHR stated, without mentioning specific dates, that on two separate occasions,
 police beat al-Khawaja and another member of the BCHR for their participation in
 demonstrations in support of unemployed Bahrainis.

Both Amnesty International (AI) and Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported that on
 15 July 2005, police officers beat several people, including al-Khawaja and another
 member of the BCHR, as they were preparing to stage a demonstration against the state
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 budget, which "failed to include provisions for unemployed workers" (AI 19 July 2005;
 HRW 22 July 2005). The police made no arrests, but at least 30 demonstrators received
 hospital treatment for injuries they sustained from the beatings (ibid.; AI 19 July 2005).

Late October 2004 Demonstrations

On 28 October 2004 in Manama, another protest calling for al-Khawaja's release led
 to what Al-Jazeera claimed were hundreds of anti-riot police firing tear gas at over 1,000
 protesters, some of whom were chanting anti-government slogans or throwing stones (Al-
Jazeera 28 Oct. 2004), and the police arresting 30 demonstrators (ibid.; AP 29 Oct. 2004;
 Dow Jones 7 Nov. 2004). However, it should be noted that there are various other figures
 on the number of people arrested during these 28 October 2004 protests: Al-Jazeera later
 claimed 11 had been arrested (29 Oct. 2004), while Agence France-Presse (AFP) said that
 26 people had been arrested (AFP 30 Oct. 2004) and Gulf News and Country Reports
 2004 both claimed that 25 had been detained (Gulf News 31 Oct. 2004; ibid. 17 Nov.
 2004; Country Reports 2004 25 Feb. 2005, Sec. 2.b). Gulf News stated that 12 of those
 arrested were promptly released for lack of evidence (17 Nov. 2004).

The detained demonstrators denied the charges laid against them, which included
 "blocking traffic and disturbing the peace," and accused the police of using "excessive
 force" and beating them with batons and the butt of guns (Gulf News 31 Oct. 2004).
 Country Reports 2004 stated that the police used tear gas and rubber bullets to quell the
 protests, and that two protesters were injured as a result (25 Feb. 2005, Sec. 2.b).

Citing a Bahraini human rights activist, Al-Jazeera added that the police had
 attempted to stop the demonstrations from taking place (29 Oct. 2004). The Associated
 Press (AP), citing Bahraini newspapers, reported the Interior Ministry as having said that
 drivers who participated in the protest would be referred to the General Prosecutor, and
 those who had violated traffic rules would possibly face up to six months in jail and/or a
 "small fine" (AP 29 Oct. 2004).

According to AFP, on 29 October 2004, in the Sanabis suburb of Manama, "a group
 of 30 hooded men threw Molotov cocktails" at police vehicles, injuring two police officers
 (30 Oct. 2004). In another report, Gulf News noted that the Molotov cocktail attack on
 two police officers (who were unhurt) and one firefighter (who sustained light injuries)
 happened during a protest which took place on 29 October 2004 in a suburb of Manama
 and involved a group of eight to ten men (31 Oct. 2004). According to the Committee for
 Support of al-Khawaja, which had organized the earlier protests, "'the committee
 condemned the acts of violence'," and asked demonstrators to "'confine their protests to

peaceful means'" (Gulf News 31 Oct. 2004). The interior minister stated that those
 responsible for the attack would be prosecuted (Gulf Daily News 3 Nov. 2004).

Aftermath of the Late October 2004 Demonstrations

In the wake of this series of demonstrations, Gulf News reported, Bahraini Interior
 Minister Shaikh Rashid Bin Abdullah Al Khalifa announced that a new law was being
 considered to regulate protests and that it "[would] achieve a balance between the

exercise of rights and public freedoms stipulated in the constitution and compliance with
 civic duties through the respect of the law and regulations" (Gulf News 29 Oct. 2004).
 According to the draft law, those participating in unauthorized demonstrations could be
 fined up to BD 1,000 [or CAN$3,100 (XE.com 26 Oct. 2005)] and jailed for a maximum of
 two years (IPR 18 Nov. 2004). Supported by some political parties, including Islamic
 groups, the proposed legislation nevertheless drew criticism from the main opposition
 group Al Wefaq, which objected to the law because its passing would create a "'serious
 setback for the reform project'" (Gulf News 7 Nov. 2004). According to Gulf News and
 Bahrain Brief, a London-based publication produced by the Gulf Centre for Strategic
 Studies (Bahrain Brief n.d.), the reform project comprises a series of "comprehensive
 political, economic, and social reform[s]" which would promote greater freedom of

expression and women's rights (Gulf News 12 July 2004; Bahrain Brief Feb. 2005). The
 reform project was initiated by King Al-Khalifa and endorsed by a reported 98.4 percent of
 Bahrainis in a February 2001 referendum (Gulf News 12 July 2004).
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On 7 November 2004, Dow Jones reported that al-Khawajah appeared before the
 Bahraini criminal court where he pleaded not guilty to "charges of inciting hatred against
 the government and circulating false information about government officials" (Dow Jones
 7 Nov. 2004; AI 2004). Thirteen people imprisoned for fifteen days in connection with the
 28 October 2005 demonstrations allegedly began a hunger strike while in prison (Gulf
 News 17 Nov. 2004). On 20 November 2004, al-Khawajah, who, for the previous four
 days, had been carrying out a hunger strike in protest over the continuing detention of

13 of his supporters, collapsed and was taken to hospital for treatment; he soon
 recovered and was taken back to prison (ibid. 20 November 2004). The following day, the
 criminal court sentenced al-Khawajah to one year in jail for incitement of hatred against
 the government (VOA 21 Nov. 2004; AP 21 Nov. 2004; BCHR 15 Oct. 2005). However,
 hours after the sentence was handed down, King Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa issued a royal
 decree pardoning him and thereby releasing him (ibid.; Al-Jazeera 21 Nov. 2004; AI
 2005; Country Reports 2004 25 Feb. 2005, Sec. 2.b; AP 21 Nov. 2004) and his 12
 supporters from prison (ibid.; see also BBC 21 Nov. 2004; Country Reports 2004 25 Feb.

2005, Sec. 2.b). By 22 November 2004, all of al-Khawaja's supporters had been released
 from prison (ibid.; BCHR 15 Oct. 2005; Dow Jones 22 Nov. 2004; AP22 Nov. 2004; AI
 2005).

Country Reports 2004 mentioned that the BCHR continues to protest its official
 dissolution by the government, and that court proceedings on this matter were supposed
 to have begun in January 2005 (28 Feb. 2005, Sec. 2.a).

Current Status

In 15 October 2005 correspondence with the research Directorate, a representative
 from the BCHR indicated that all those arrested in connection with the late October 2004
 demonstrations in support of al-Khawajah, including al-Khawajah himself, had been
 released following the king's amnesty. However, the representative claimed that the BCHR
 was still closed and had to operate out of members' homes, and that the office and funds
 were still in government hands (BCHR 15 Oct. 2005). Nevertheless, the representative
 also indicated that the organization continues to be operational and is highly active (ibid.).

On 18 October 2005, an article in the Gulf Daily News stated that Abdulhadi al-
Khawajah, president of the "now-dissolved Bahrain Centre for Human Rights," presented
 "evidence of alleged police brutality" sustained during a June demonstration to a

conference held in Ireland by Front Line, an international human rights group. Al-Khawaja
 took the opportunity to stress the BCHR's continued activities and its cooperation with
 other non-governmental organizations in the promotion of human rights, "'despite
 harassment and threats'" (Gulf Daily News 18 Oct. 2005).

This Response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information
 currently available to the Research Directorate within time constraints. This Response is
 not, and does not purport to be, conclusive as to the merit of any particular claim for

refugee protection. Please find below the list of additional sources consulted in
 researching this Information Request.
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