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Chair Introduction

Dear Delegates,

We cannot wait to chair the Arab League this year at RENMUN VII. We are Daniel
Cheung from Renaissance College and Noor Rizvi from Li Po Chun United World
College. We’re looking forward to seeing some fruitful debate during the conference.

The Arab League focuses on and discusses matters of the Arab speaking world,
convening to discuss some of the most pressing issues plaguing these nations. As
delegates sitting on the Arab League, your responsibility is to comprehensively
understand and debate the topics we’ve proposed.

We understand that there will be varying range of experience amongst delegates so
please do not hesitate to ask us any questions or raise any concerns regarding
procedures. In the case that you have any queries or concerns, please feel free to
email us!

Good luck!

Noor Rizvi (noor22@lpcuwc.edu.hk),
Daniel Cheung (cheungyd1@rchk.edu.hk)



Lack of freedom of press in Arab States

There should be no doubt that free press and media is vital for a country. Most
obviously, a free press and media directly correlates to the public’s right to access a
steady stream of unbiased and objective information, and the individual right to
freedom of expression.

But free press is also a catalyst for societal development, as it allows virtually anyone
to discuss and exchange their views on their countries’ economic, social, and political
systems and policies. This chain of communication is vital for governments to help
them in developing their country with satisfaction from the public.

Unfortunately, in many Arab States, this freedom is suppressed: censorship is rife,
media is fabricated by the government, and any opposition is met with retaliation
from the government. In some cases, those that try to exercise this right are
detained, or in the worse case, killed - a prime example being Jamal Khashoggi.

Evidently, the lack of freedom of press and media is of concern, and delegates should
carefully consider feasible steps to take to solve this egregious issue.

Key Terms

Term Definition

Freedom of press Also known as freedom of the media, is a
principle that communication and expression
through physical, spoken, or digital media is a
right that should be exercised freely. Some
definitions of freedom of press also include no
prior restraint and minimum legal
accountability.

Right to information Defined as “the right to access information held
by public authorities”. The information should
be credible and unbiased.

Monopolisation When a dominant firm or group attempts to
maintain or grow its market share,
outperforming every other firm or group in the
same market



Censorship Suppression of information because content is
harmful, triggering, taboo, or “inconvenient”.
Such information could be a speech, TV
coverage, advertisements.

Impunity Exemption from punishment, usually used in
the context of law and justice

World Press Freedom Index https://rsf.org/en/ranking_table
An index compiled by the RSF (Reporters
Without Borders) ranking freedom of press and
journalism safety in each country. Arab states
rank almost last (Saudi Arabia at 170th, Syria at
173th, Iran at 174th). [Chair tip: click onto
countries on the index to gain more insight into
major events that impact press freedom in that
country]

Background Information

The Middle East is the most perilous region for journalists in the world. Not just
journalists, but also media outlets, are today threatened with closure because of their
limited scope of operation. It's not a large leap from disrespecting journalists to
disrespecting the existence of news organizations. While the demand for the closure
of the Al Jazeera network from some Arab states has gained widespread media
attention and criticism, the occurrence of states shutting down media networks is
rather typical in the region. In Egypt, for example, a record number of journalists
have been imprisoned, news outlets have been prohibited, and self-censorship is
widely practiced in fear of retaliation. During the ongoing protests in Iran in January
2018, the Iranian government shutdown social media networks. Beyond direct
censorship, outlets also face indirect repression through financial pressures and state
influence over advertising networks.

It's important to understand why Arab regimes desire to restrict press freedom when
it benefits society so much. One explanation is that certain journalists are hurting
state stability either purposefully or unintentionally. But the more plausible
explanation is that Arab leaders think that by shutting down current critical avenues
of communication and preventing new voices from emerging through media
intimidation, they recieve less backlash, protecting them and their powerful
positions. This can be seen as even more malicious, considering that by restricting
press freedom, it is easier to get away with questionable decisions.

https://rsf.org/en/ranking_table


When Arab leaders decide to crack down on journalists, bloggers, and media
activists, they frequently use the same justification: counterterrorism. Criminalization,
harassment, and censorship are the most common forms of this. This commonly
entails criminalising journalism, implementing additional anti-terror legislation,
enacting emergency measures, or acting extrajudicially. Allegations of spreading
fake news are used to justify blocking access to pages and sites on the Internet, and
journalists who question official information provided by the government have had
their accreditation withdrawn. This allows governments to neutralize the press while
maintaining a good reputation.

In some cases, Arab states decide to detain journalists for their controversial and
opinionated work. Generally when they are detained, their presence is completely
wiped, and the international community knows little about those that go “missing”.
But perhaps most egregious is when states decide to kill journalists - prime example,
Jamal Khashoggi. He was a prominent Saudi journalist, and was favoured by the
Saudi royal family. After a falling out, he self-exiled to the United States, where wrote
monthly columns on the Washington Post criticizing the policies of Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman. On October 2nd 2018, he was murdered in the Saudi
consulate in Turkey. From evidence, a UN report released in June 2019 by Agnes
Callmard ruled that Khashoggi’s death "constituted an extrajudicial killing for which
the state of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is responsible". Callmard also claimed there
was "credible evidence to warrant an investigation into Prince Mohammed and other
high-level Saudi officials”. This is evident, as Khashoggi has been a vocal critic of the
Saudi prince when he went to the US, and is a sufficient motive to consider. All in all,
there is more to this case, but regardless this case highlights the extent at which
some Arab heads/states silence critics of their governments. In fact, from 2006-2019,
only 5 out of 368 cases of journalists being killed in Arab states had been resolved.

Key Stakeholders

Stakeholder Involvement

National/Local
media companies

Most likely, the content shown on national TV is curated
and monitored by media officers higher up to reflect what
they want people to see and perceive - this is a big
opportunity to show propaganda. For example in June of
2019, a “government entity” had sent a communiqué about
former President Morsi’s death to all the Egyptian media
outlets by WhatsApp with instructions to publish it on an
inside page, not on the front page. This essentially barred
the media from offering their own take of events, or even
mentioning that he was a former president. Obviously, this



kind of censorship is not only happening in Egypt, but in
other Arab states as well.

Independent
news companies

Usually have some form of international reach - such
companies include Al Jazeera or Arab Times. Tend to cover
local issues at an impartial level, free of propaganda and
bias. Because of their nature of news coverage, they are
usually censored in some Arab states, or outright banned.
Access to related websites is blocked, and anyone found to
distribute related newspapers is fined/jailed. In addition,
journalists related to independent news companies are at
higher risk of being incarcerated. Nowadays, independent
news companies are also being closely monitored using
sophisticated hacking and espionage methods.

Journalists Those compliant with Arab governments are not affected.
Those who aren’t compliant though, such as those who
critique their governments or are outspoken on social
issues, will be threatened. Said journalists are closely
monitored and strictly controlled by iron-fisted authorities.
Hence, authentic and credible journalism does not thrive
in this dangerous and harsh area, since their jobs are
criminalised. In 2018, UNESCO reported 20 killings of
journalists in Arab states, and 10 killings in 2019.

Arab governments Almost all Arab governments enact policies that restrict
freedom of press in some way: restricting access to news
websites because it’s “fake news”, forcing media
companies to not show protests, threatening outspoken
journalists with jail time, etc. They can also spread
disinformation. For example, when Saud Al-Qahtani was
still an advisor to the Crown Prince in Saudi Arabia, he
created a network of pro-regime trolls and bots. The
network produced more than 2,500 tweets a day,
spreading sectarian, antimsemitic messages, and most
importantly, conspiracy theories surrounding Jamal
Khashoggi’s death, whose murder Al-Qahtani was clearly
one of the instigators.

Social media Recently, social media has been an entirely new ground for
the press and Arab governments to fight on. Due to the
fact that large and popular social media apps such as
Twitter or Facebook are based in more democratic



Western countries, information can be spread more freely,
and reach a wider range of people, even international
communities. But, this does not mean that Arab
governments can’t use these platforms to their advantage.
According to an RSF report in 2020, Saudi authorities
collected personal details from the Twitter accounts of
thousands of people regarded as opponents of the
government and hacked into the phone of Jeff Bezos,
owner of the Washington Post, for which the assassinated
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi worked. Moreover,
nothing is stopping Arab governments from just outright
banning access to social media sites to stop the spread of
information, or take action on content shared on social
media.

Potential Clashes

Media genuinity
Morocco and Tunisia, for example, have seen moments of openness in terms of
media freedom, particularly in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab Springs. But, the issue
of ownership and advertising was one of the most serious hurdles to media freedom
in the region, particularly in these two countries. Political and financial elites, who
control outlets and the advertising sector, have a significant influence on media
landscapes. As a result, the content flow becomes more politicized, prejudiced, and
rife with propaganda. In addition, financial elites, particularly those in advertising,
saw this as an opportunity to make a monopoly, making media profit-driven.

Extent of freedom of press
It’s probably clear that freedom of press is beneficial to the development of society.?
Of course, media that actively does harm to other people such as endorsement of
hate speech or hate crime should be censored, but there are several other things
that are worthy of consideration. For example, press that can cause social unrest and
damage the government’s reputation greatly can be argued to be censored, given
the volatile situation in the Arab world, and the need to trust and believe your
government. In addition, there are also large concerns how freedom of press can
infringe on or invade others privacy, be that individuals or institutions.

International intervention
There can be many things that the international community can do to uphold
freedom of press in Arab states. It may be possible for Western countries to use their
ties with Arab states to leverage the ceasing of suppressing freedom of press,



threatening journalists and media outlets. But on the other hand, there’s a matter if
said countries would be willing to do so in the first place, because it might cause an
escalation in shaky conflicts, considering the intricate and complicated relationships
between Western powers and the Arab region. Besides that, social media companies
that reside in Western countries such as Facebook and Twitter can take action and
curb fake news. In fact, these news outlets have already taken steps in combating
fake news and identifying propaganda.

Possible Solutions

Decriminalisation of journalism and critique
Recognition that freedom of press brings a useful tool to progress society. Some
communication between citizens and government

Strengthen judicial courts in Arab states to better protect journalists and
hold perpetrators accountable
Better judicial system in Arab states with less corruption, less loopholes, and more
productivity, more efficiency can safeguard journalists and uphold their human right
to expression. More thorough investigations into disappearances/killings of
journalists, and bring perpetrators to justice. Might need help from international
community

Curb corruption in media
Better business models with diverse arrays of funding, outside of the state, and a
larger number of shareholders, can be a significant step to curb the elite and state
control over media. Abolishing regulations that give the government too much sway
in the media.

Encourage Arab-wide media solidarity campaigns
Media outlets come together to raise awareness and support one another. An
example of this is when Al Jazeera was having problems with coverage in Egypt, and
a CNN correspondent did a report for Al Jazeera. Another example was the
campaign, “Journalism Is Not A Crime,” which was launched by Al Jazeera and
supported by other media outlets.

Past Actions

Due to the volatility in several Arab countries, addressing and reforming press
freedom has been of rather low priority.

2014 - Proposal of Arab regional Human Rights court



Following the Arab Springs, the League of Arab States drew a proposal of the
creation of  But, no states have ratified this proposal yet, nor has there been any
support from the international community. In fact, there have been calls to amend it
(for example from the ICJ). The primary issue was the lack of individual complaint
methods. While courts may be a solution to the problem, it must be a regional court
with individual complaint systems that allow people to complain to the court
directly.  By  denying  individual  victims  the  right  to  have direct  recourse  to  the
Court,  defeats  the  very  purpose of  a regional  human  rights  court. In addition,
there was no mechanism to ensure independence and impartiality of the Court and
judges.

Guiding Questions

● What can be done to resist media closure in a context in which there is limited
legal support or framework?

● Are there underlying or deeply rooted issues as to why Arab states limit
freedom of press, and how can they be solved?

● Are some forms of censorship justified/necessary?
● How can we bring unresolved killings of journalists (such as Jamal Khashoggi)

to justice?
● Could unrestricted freedom of press be harmful?
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