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General Overview 
 
The Seventh Periodic Report on Cultural Policy in the Arab Region, published since 2009 by Al 
Mawred Al Thaqafi1 in collaboration with the European Cultural Foundation2, monitors key 
developments in twelve countries between the period of January 1st and December 31st  2015. 
The report consists of a general overview of the cultural policy scene on the national level in 
each of the countries as well as developments in the work carried out by the National Groups 
for Cultural Policy in the Arab Region, the project coordinated by Ettijahat. Independent 
Culture since 2012. 

 
The report includes news and updates from all East Arab countries (Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, 
Jordan and Iraq), West Arab countries (Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and Mauritania) in addition 
to Egypt, Sudan and Yemen.  

 
This report consists of two chapters. The first chapter contains three sections: the first section 
discusses political and legislative developments, effectively monitoring updates at the 
political/government level in addition to laws and legislation that directly or indirectly affect 
the current situation of cultural policy; the second section details civil society and public 
freedoms. The second section also presents the issues which most drastically effect 
institutional activity and independent activist initiatives in the cultural field. The third section 
is titled ‘Regional and International Cooperation’ and monitors some of the cooperative 
projects between cultural organisations in the region and international organisations working 
in the same field. 
 
The previously mentioned, this chapter contains information which explains key 
developments in regional cultural policy, such as: 

 According to a 2014 Reporters Without Borders report3, the Arab countries covered 
in this document occupy low-ranking positions in the Press Freedom Index. For 
example, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt, Yemen, Sudan and Syria occupy the positions of 143, 
156, 158, 168, 174, and 177 respectively. 

 The unstable political atmosphere in several countries such as Syria, Yemen, and Iraq 
has drastically affected cultural work and has led to its deterioration on several levels. 
These include the destruction of cultural infrastructure, the migration of cultural 
professionals abroad, the decrease in cultural productivity (imminently nearing zero), 
and the knowledge that Iraq and Syria rank at the bottom of the World Peace Index.4 

 Alternatively, political stability in countries where the ruling regimes have held their 
positions for a long time, such as Algeria, Sudan, and Mauritania, has led to stable – if 
idle – mechanisms of cultural management with the difficulty of instilling any real 
change in this regard. 

 Heritage sites and antiquities in the Arab region are exposed to genuine risks, most 
prominently in Syria, Yemen, and Iraq. Many such threats are monitored in this report. 
The report also covers several campaigns for the preservation of archaeological sites, 
the prevention of the smuggling of antiquities, and violations thereof.  

 The banning of Salafist Islamic books has been a widespread phenomenon in several 
countries. The thinking goes that these books are the ideological basis for Daesh and 
similar jihadist groups. At the top of the list are titles by Ibn Taymiyyah which have 
been subject to censorship in Jordan and Iraq, and burning in Egypt.  

                                                        
1 www.mawred.org  
2 http://www.culturalfoundation.eu/ 
3 https://index.rsf.org/#!/ 
4 http://economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Global-Peace-Index-Report-2015_0.pdf 

http://www.mawred.org/
http://www.culturalfoundation.eu/
https://index.rsf.org/#!/
http://economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Global-Peace-Index-Report-2015_0.pdf
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 Due to the complexity of political circumstances, “fighting terrorism” and suppression 
of public freedom are often interchangeable. This report covers several decisions 
issued under the headlines of terrorism as well as activists’ fears in Algeria, Tunisia 
and Egypt among other countries of the use of terrorism as an excuse to limit freedom 
of expression. 

 Civil society organisations continue to be economically suppressed in several Arab 
countries. After the decision issued in Egypt last year to tighten punishment for any 
institution receiving funding from foreign parties, the Palestinian Authority issued a 
similar decision this year prohibiting foreign funding to non-profit organisations. 

 In light of this difficulty to secure sufficient funding for cultural organisations, 
campaigns using crowd funding platforms have proliferated in order to provide funds 
for activities or festivals. Successes include the Masaha organisation in Jordan, 
Bassma Wa Zaytuna, a Syrian organisation operating in Lebanon, and the Nihna Wal 
Qamar Wal Jiran Festival in Lebanon. 

 Funding for Ministries of Culture has continually decreased and become a clear 
phenomenon in many countries across the region, particularly after Algeria’s austerity 
movement which affected its Ministry of Culture. The report also monitors another 
example of funding difficulties, namely the online launch of the Virtual National 
Museum for Modern Art in Lebanon instead of a physical opening, as was previously 
decided.    

 Predicatably, the cultural policy report includes incidents of film censorship in the 
Arab region. As will be detailed below, in this instance the reasons for censorship 
given by the Moroccan censorship body were ‘offense to societal values’, whilst the 
Lebanese censorship department cited ‘incitement of sectarianism’. 

 The challenge of maintaining and repeating regular cultural festivals and events in 
most countries is also discussed in the report. The Tayyib Saleh Award in Sudan has 
been reinstated following its suspension and the Oran International Arab Film Festival 
has finally taken place after last year’s edition was postponed. 

 Legislation limiting freedom of expression and freedom of press has increased, such 
as the Book Market law in Algeria (which complicates the bureaucracy around the 
publishing process and allows for more censorship) and the Armed Forces bill in 
Tunisia which limits press freedom.  

 Otherwise, artists in several countries, notably Algeria and Lebanon, have demanded 
more progressive rights and support for social security and social services, such as the 
Unified Social Security for Artists law in Lebanon and the Decree for the Protection of 
Social Services for Artists and Authors in Algeria. 

 Several international institutions and organisations such as UNESCO have contributed 
to the preservation of heritage and archaeological sites in the Arab region in 
substantial and effective ways. Management of the cultural sector and general 
structural mechanisms have also been developed by organisations such as Culture 
Med, which is funded by the European Union. The report details several other such 
initiatives and collaborations.  

 Most cooperation agreements related to the cultural field are signed at the side-lines 
of political events or economic exchange. These agreements are generally several 
marginal protocols on cultural cooperation. Agreements with an independent cultural 
aim and dimension are clearly lacking. Therefore this report attempted to monitor 
some of these agreements with larger cultural weight. 

 
The second chapter monitors the work of National Groups for Cultural Policy as part of the 
framework for the Cultural Policy in the Arab Region Programme. National Groups are active 
in most of the countries covered in this report. This chapter provides revisions to some groups’ 
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working plans and their most prominent accomplishments, including their work in creating 
pressure groups and presenting recommendations for civic work, both undertaken with the 
aim of realising alternative cultural policy in their respective countries. This chapter was 
compiled using the information published by Al Mawred Al Thaqafi on the National Groups’ 
work.  
The methodology used in this report was direct contact with organisations and activists in 
each of the countries covered. Researchers at Ettijahat have made revisions to the country 
profiles which were produced with the support of and review from the National Groups. The 
writers of this report do not claim that it justly summarises the reality of the cultural policy 
scene in the Arab region, but rather the report is a compilation of indicators of that reality  
with which we can examine the cultural policy scene. Moreover, it is virtually impossible to 
detail all relevant information held by various governments due to poor access to information, 
difficulties verifying sources, and the absence of statistics and periodic reports published by 
governments, research centres, and institutes concerned with cultural policy. 
The report attempts to provide a general overview of the most prominent events in the first 
half of 2015. This period witnessed numerous political and cultural developments, some of 
which were practices and violations contributing to the devolution of the cultural situation in 
the region, and other instances which entailed promising activity which made great progress 
in the field of culture.  

 
    

       

Chapter One: Cultural Policy in the Arab Region 
 

Algeria 

Political and Governmental Developments 
President Aziz Bouteflika led a ministerial reshuffle in May 2015 which included the 
repositioning of nine ministers including the Ministry of Culture, which was handed to 
Ezzeddine Mahoubi. A second reshuffle took place in July and included three ministries, 
among them the Ministry of Youth. In August the Algerian President proposed draft 
amendments to the Constitution. The amendments included limiting presidents to two terms, 
following his 2008 revision to allow for three terms ahead of the 2009 presidential elections. 
The new constitution also incorporated National Reconciliation to the nation’s abiding 
principle, stressed the freedom of religious practices and stipulated that “press freedom is 
guaranteed and is not bound by any form of previously preventive censorship.” 
 
In February 2015 Algerian authorities banned opposition political parties from holding a 
conference on the electoral system in Algeria.   
Algeria’s revenues fell by 45.47% in the first five months of 2015, which led to austerity 
policies. 59% of the country’s revenue relies of oil and gas export. 
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
In September several rights groups5 presented a field report showing the disappearance of 
two thirds of the civil society groups surveyed by the Algerian Ministry of Interior in 2011.   
The event Constantine Arab Capital of Culture was launched on the 16th of April, 2015. The 
Algerian government allocated more than 400 million USD to complete around 100 projects 
in Constantine, including a project to complete 25 new arts facilities and 74 projects to restore 
heritage and archaeological sites in the city.    

                                                        
5  among these organisations: International Committee for the Development of Peoples, Amnesty International Algeria, 
Algerian League for the Defense of Human Rights.  

http://www.qasantina2015.org/en/
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The eight edition of the Oran International Arab Film Festival was held over ten days from the 
3rd of June. 17 Arab countries participated and Turkey was also invited to participate as a guest 
of honour. The festival was cancelled in 2014 due to various problems. The 2014 edition was 
therefore postponed ultimately, cancelled. 
The framework of teaching Amazigh language has been extended to 20 provinces in 2015. 
Teaching the language was limited to 11 provinces and by the end of the year UNESCO added 
the Amazigh New Year to its Intangible Cultural Heritage list.   
The executive decree on the Protection of Social Services for Artists and Authors was 
implemented in February; one year after the decree was finally ratified, special cards were 
issued to artists for the first time.  
On the 4th of May, the Algerian parliament approved the draft of the ‘Book Market’ law, which 
stipulates that a license must be obtained from the Ministry of Culture in order to legally 
publish, print, or import books or organise sales thereof. The law imposes monetary fines of 
up to one million Algerian dinars for violations. The law prompted widespread debate among 
intellectuals and some considered it a repressive measure against publishing and an 
imposition of censorship by the authorities seeking to limit freedom. The Ministry of Culture 
emphasised that the aim of this law is to organise the publishing sector and bring it out of its 
current state of chaos. 
Several Algerian intellectuals led a protest in May to demand an investigation into corruption 
in the cultural sector. Louisa Hanoune, Head of the Workers’ Party, accused Minister of 
Culture Nadia Labidi of squandering public funds. Several Algerian news websites reported 
that Minister Labidi filed a lawsuit against Mrs Hanoune, causing the dispute to intensify and 
become a political issue. Certain parties have stated that these accusations prompted Mrs 
Labidi’s resignation, but the government has stated that Mrs Labidi was dismissed.  
Following the cabinet reshuffle, Ezzeddine Mahoubi was appointed Minister of Culture and 
announced at the end of May that his ministerial department would issue a provision for the 
funding of cinema. This provision gives the funder the right to monitor the film’s distribution 
and participation in film festivals and gives the Ministry the right to decline such participation 
if it deems the film to be potentially damaging to the country’s interests and its foreign policy.  
The appointment of the new Minister coincided with what the government called an ‘austerity 
policy’ which reached the cultural sector after the price of oil collapsed. The Minister spoke 
of the current difficult situation and mentioned “minimising costs” by reducing festival days 
and joining all festivals into one festival. Several cultural construction projects were also 
stopped, including the construction of a large performance hall, the Higher Institute of 
Performing Arts and Audio Visual and the Academy of Music, and many more. 
Several rights organisations including Human Rights Watch have accused Algerian authorities 
of the repression of journalists and activists on a consistent basis. Similarly, Algeria was ranked 
at 119 in a list of 180 countries with regard to its press freedom, according to the report 
published by Reporters Without Borders in May 20156. On the 26th of May, a court in the Wadi 
Province found caricaturist Altaher Geheish innocent of the charge of slandering President 
Bouteflika. 
In October the Algerian president issued a decision to form the “Committee to Monitor the 
Internet”, a move that was interpreted as an attempt to spy on citizens. But the Ministry of 
Justice clarified that the Committee’s role is to contribute to the fight against terrorism and 
follow-up on all crimes classified as a threat to the country and its borders. 
Algerian security forces also shut down the Al Watan television channel in October and seized 
the channel’s equipment by order from the Ministry of Communication on the grounds of a 
broadcast programme in which an Islamist threatened the Present. Journalist Hassan Bourass 
was arrested for criticising the Algerian government and accused of “offending government 
institutions” and “assault with the purpose of overthrowing the regime.”  

                                                        
6 https://index.rsf.org/#!/ 

http://fiofa.info/en
https://index.rsf.org/#!/
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The acceptance of Algerian director Lyes Salem’s film Al-Wahrani (2014) to the provisional list 
of films at the Ashdod Film Festival in Israel caused huge controversy in cultural circles and 
the media before the director withdrew the film and wrote an apology to the Palestinian and 
Algerian people. 
 
Regional Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
In April, Algeria approved UNESCO’s agreement to support and promote the diversity of 
cultural expression. This agreement requires culture to be integrated into economic 
development and a guarantee of large civic society participation as well as the protection of 
cultural minorities.  
Ten agreements, memorandums, and executive programmes were signed between Algeria 
and Italy in the fields of youth, environmental preservation, sustainable development, and an 
executive protocol for scientific and technological cooperation between 2016 and 2018. The 
two countries also signed an agreement on cultural cooperation over the same period with 
regard to the preservation and maintenance of cultural property. 
In April, a scientific and educational cooperation agreement on the preservation of cultural 
heritage was signed between the National School for the Preservation and Restoration of 
Cultural Sites and University of Paris 8. The purpose of this agreement is to strengthen 
scientific cooperation between the two universities in the digital domain as well as in 
documentation and valuation of cultural property. 

 

Egypt 

Political and Governmental Developments 
The government in Egypt remains unique in its creation of cultural policy and setting plans 
and strategies for cultural work, sometimes in consultation with civil society organisations. 
The absence of parliamentary regulation over policies and practices continues as Egypt did 
not have a parliament since June 2012 until October 2015 when parliamentary elections were 
held.  
In the first half of 2015, President el-Sisi conducted a limited ministerial reshuffle, which took 
place in March. The reshuffle included the Ministry of Culture, wherein Dr Abdul Wahid 
Nabawi replaced Dr Gaber Asfour. The Ministry of Education was handed over to Dr Moheb 
Mahmoud al-Rafei, replacing Dr Mahmoud Abo al-Nasr. The reshuffle also included the 
Ministry of Population and the Ministry of Technical Education. In September, the Cabinet led 
by Ibrahim Mahlab resigned and Sherif Ismail took over the new government. Hilmi al-
Namnam was selected as Minister of Culture. Also, and the Ministry of Higher Education and 
Scientific Research, and the Ministry of Education were merged.   
On the 15th of March, a conference to rally support for the Egyptian economy was held in 
Sharm el-Sheikh. The Ministry of Culture took part in some of the conference’s art activities 
and the Egyptian government stated that it had received investments and loans to the value 
of 60 billion USD, including Gulf funding valued at 12.5 billion USD. The conference did not 
include projects for cultural industries or the development of cultural services. 
2015 also heralded a significant increase in the Ministry of Culture’s activity and cooperation 
with other ministries. Many agreements signed the previous year were activated. The Ministry 
of Culture’s institutions also saw changes in their leadership over this period as a result of the 
Minister’s replacement. 
 
Egypt’s cultural strategy for the years 2014 – 2030 was announced. The strategy was prepared 
by the Ministry of Culture based on several documents and studies on cultural policy in Egypt 
that have appeared in the past three years in addition to discussions held by the Supreme 
Council of Culture, affiliated with the Ministry, whose domain includes cultural policy 
suggestions. 
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A group of independent experts, representatives of syndicates and unions, and civil society 
organisations also participated in laying out their visions of the strategic plan. The strategy 
will be put for public discussion in preparation of its presentation to the parliament which is 
expected to be active by the end of this year. 
On the 30th of June, the committee in charge of preparing the draft law for the National 
Commission of Audio-visual and Digital Media announced that it was about to complete the 
draft law project which includes around 200 articles detailing the establishment of three new 
commissions: the National Commission of Journalism, the National Commission of Media, and 
the National Commission for Organising Media. It was also stated that, once completed, the 
draft law would be forwarded to the cabinet to be ratified or would wait until a new 
parliament is elected to be ratified. 
Also at the legislative level, an age appropriate classification system for films has been 
approved. Work on this project began following the Prime Minister’s ban on screening the 
film ‘Halawat Rouh’. The age rating system was supposed to replace the censorship law 
currently in practice which includes numerous censorship restrictions and complicated 
procedures, but in reality the new classification system will merely be added to the existing 
censorship restrictions. 
In a separate issue, the cabinet handed back the cinema portfolio to the Ministry of Culture. 
The assets include a number of cinemas, film studios, and film negatives produced by the then 
state-supported film industry in the 60s and 70s. These assets were in the hands of the 
Ministry of Public Sector Industry, then the Ministry of Investment before being returned to 
the Ministry of Culture following demands by cinematographers over recent years.  
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
The Minister of Justice issued a decision to grant judicial rights to several members of arts 
unions. This decision allows union members to prosecute independent artists who practice 
their profession without receiving a permit from their respective union. This was previously a 
task delegated to the police, and it is worth noting that in 1997 the prohibition of artistic 
practice without a union permit was challenged for its unconstitutionality. This decision was 
met with protests in the form of statements and speeches alongside resorting to 
administrative justice to annul the decision.  
The recent period also saw a regression in public freedom as a result of legislative 
amendments that have negatively affected freedom of expression, creativity, and cultural 
work in general. Most prominent were the amendments to the penal code regarding foreign 
funding for various activities. A number of professionals in the cultural and media field were 
detained and persecuted for their work. Dozens of artists have since signed a statement titled 
‘Against the Imprisonment of Young Filmmakers; Against the Expropriation of the Future’. The 
signatories denounced the continued imprisonment of young filmmakers by the government 
in different governorates across the country for charges of filming without a permit. The 
government has ignored repeated demands for the necessary differentiation between 
organising the industry and “punishment” of whoever attempts to produce art outside the 
commercial market, or rather outside government control, embodied by the Cinema 
Syndicate. 
According to a report by Reporters Without Borders published on May 3rd, 2015 on press 
freedom 7 , Egypt occupied the 158th position worldwide on the press freedom index. In 
October, Amnesty International launched a campaign demanding the release of 
photojournalist known as Shawkan who has been in detention for the past two years and is at 
risk of life imprisonment. 

                                                        
7 https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/MRT 

https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/MRT
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The Cairo Criminal Court sentenced three journalists to 3 years of imprisonment in August. 
The journalists work for Al Jazeera English news channel and were accused of supporting a 
terrorist group and reporting false news that damages national security. In addition , Hussam 
Bahjat, founder of the ‘Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights’ was detained on charges of 
publishing false news but has since been released. 
An anti-terrorism law was ratified in August. Activists considered the law to be equating 
terrorism with criticism and opposition. The law criminalises the publishing and promotion of 
news related to terrorism, and allows to suspend the activity of journalists who report such 
news.   
 
In a similar context, organisers of the ‘Art Square’ initiative sent an open letter to the Minister 
of Culture at the beginning of the year demanding immediate intervention to resurrect the 
‘Art Square’ project in Abdeen Sqaure in Cairo and all squares across the country without 
harassment or suppression of artistic freedom of expression. Art Square is a diverse cultural 
event held on the first Saturday of every month. Security forces notified event organisers of 
its final cancelation on the grounds of protection and security from terrorist groups. 
The ‘Town House’ gallery in downtown Cairo was shut down during a security crackdown 
against amateur theatres. In December, researcher Islam al-Buhairi was sentenced to a year 
in prison for blasphemy.    
In contradiction to earlier statements by the Minister of Social Solidarity in a meeting with the 
Prime Minister on the 17th of May, 2015, approvals for NGO funding applications reached 98%, 
while application durations were reduced from 15 months to 3 months. However, many civil 
society organisations working in the field of culture continue to suffer from restrictions to 
their activity. 
 
The committee to assess and manage Muslim Brotherhood funds seized five Brotherhood 
affiliated publishing houses, Dar El-Fath Arabic Media, Arab Media Centre, Dar El-Fadila, Iqraa 
Publishing House and Hroof for Publishing and Distribution. The committee confirmed the 
publishing houses have been handed over to the Ministry of Culture.  
Confiscation of books, journalistic publications, and artwork continues. In most instances this 
occurs outside any legal framework. Among the incidents that sparked widespread 
controversy was the Giza Directorate of Education’s confiscation of 75 books from a school 
library and their subsequent burning on the 14th of April. This was the result of a decision 
made by the Ministry of Education in the region which issued instructions to a committee to 
perform an inventory and review of books available at school libraries in order to determine 
which contain themes of religious extremism or similar, burning offending titles. But Minister 
of Education Mouhib al-Rafei denied this incident and the involvement of all officials who 
participated in this investigation.  
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
In the first half of 2015, the Egyptian government signed several cooperation agreements with 
Arab nations and other regional nations, including the Executive Programme for Cooperation 
in the field of Culture between the Egyptian Ministry of Culture and the UAE Ministry of 
Culture, Youth and Social Development. The programme will run form 2015 until 2017. 
Another agreement between the Ministry of Education and its Russian counterpart was signed 
in February to include the Russian language among second language education options in the 
state education system. The Egyptian government also signed a memorandum of 
understanding with the Spanish government on the protection of looted archaeological and 
cultural property which was illegally exported from the country. In addition, the government 
signed other cultural cooperation agreements with Senegal, Djibouti, Madagascar and 
Comoros.  
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In Novemeber, the Minister of International Cooperation signed a 31.5 million USD grant 
agreement with China to finance bilateral technical and economic cooperation. 

 

Iraq 

Political and Governmental Developments  
Toward the end of 2015, the security and political situation in Iraq remained disturbed. The 
country is a battleground for several parties and militias, most prominently Daesh, the 
People’s Militia and Bashmarka Forces. 
A year and a half have passed since Daesh occupied the city of Mosul and other regions of Iraq 
but according to the statement issued by the UN delegation8 in June, the group continue to 
destroy the lives of millions of Iraqis with atrocities and crimes targeting minorities in 
particular, some of which may amount to war crimes and crimes against humanity. 
Moreover, a year has passed since the founding of the Shiite People’s Militia and according to 
report by Human Rights Watch in March, the Militia have committed violations against 
civilians such as abductions, public executions, and destruction of city property. Human Rights 
Watch published a report in early February condemning the violations committed by the 
Bashmarka forces/Kurdish forces against Iraqi Arabs. The report stated: “Kurdish forces in Iraq 
have detained thousands of Arabs in Northern regions of Iraq and have prohibited Arabs 
displaced by conflict to return to their homes. In addition, several Arab villages were burned 
and destroyed.”   
Recently the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq stated that the humanitarian crisis in the 
country is one of the most complex and explosive in the world and that 10 million people were 
expected to be in need of help by the end of 2015. 
In August, President Fuad Masum ratified the “political parties” law whereas the parliament 
failed at passing the “general amnesty” and “national guard” laws in successive sessions due 
to disagreements among political representatives on certain articles in the two laws.  
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
The subject of Iraqi heritage, which is violated daily, is an urgent and pressing case. The UN 
Director-General has issued the decision for the ‘Protection of Iraqi Cultural Heritage’. The 
report indicated the increasing number of deliberate violations and threats targeting cultural 
heritage. In June, the International Council of Museums published its Red List in order to help 
Iraqi authorities in identifying antiquities in danger of looting and illegal export. In April, the 
European Parliament announced its approval of the decision to eradicate the black market of 
antiquities stolen by Daesh from Iraq. Additionally, UNESCO launched the ‘United with 
Heritage’ initiative for the maintenance and protection of Iraqi heritage whilst Japan donated 
1.5 million USD to the organisation in support of this initiative. 
The Nasiriyah Museum, Iraq’s second largest museum, was opened to visitors on the 30th of 
March for the first time since its closure in 1991.  
In another context, hundreds of art teachers and students protested in downtown Baghdad 
in November against the decisions made by the Ministry of Culture to separate male students 
and female students, including the prohibition of male teachers teaching females and vice 
versa. The decision was first implemented at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad.  
For freedom of expression, Iraq was ranked at number 156 internationally and at number 13 
within the Arab region in the Press Freedom Index published by Reporters Without Borders in 
2014.9 According to the Iraqi Committee to Protect Journalists, incidents of detaining, killing, 
abducting, and other violations against journalists in regions controlled by the Iraqi 
government were recorded in the first six months of 2015. 

                                                        
8 http://www.uniraq.org/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=3914:2015-06-11-09-32-42&Itemid=556&lang=ar   
9 https://index.rsf.org/#!/ 

http://www.uniraq.org/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=3914:2015-06-11-09-32-42&Itemid=556&lang=ar
https://index.rsf.org/#!/
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In September, the Geneva International Centre for Justice issued a call for pressuring Iraqi 
authorities to release the activists kidnapped for participating in the protest movements that 
happened in Iraq. The statement said that the activists were being subjected to harassment 
and threats. 
Earlier in July Daesh executed journalist Jala Al-Abadi in Mosul for leaking information to 
media outlets. Also in Septmeber Daesh executed Yahya Abdelhamid, director of the “Rashid” 
radio station, who was accused by the group of cooperating with Iraqi government security 
forces.    
The Iraqi Parliament approved the new media law, the ‘Iraqi Media Network’ in June. The law 
was opposed by the ‘legislative state coalition’ led by Nouri Al Maliki due to multiple 
important amendments included in its articles. On the other hand, supporters of the new law 
consider it to promote democracy in Iraq and hope that the law will raise the government’s 
trust in the media being entrusted to be followed up by the parliament. The Iraqi Media 
Network replaced the Ministry of Information, which was dissolved by the US during their 
invasion in 2003. 
The first conference of the Department of Non-Governmental Organisations was held at the 
Cabinet’s Secretariat-General. The conference focused on the topic of promoting the role of 
organisations in the governmental programme. The conference was held in June in the 
presence of international and local organisations working in Iraq, where a partnership 
between the government and non-governmental organisations was emphasised to be the 
foundations on which civil society in Iraq should be built.  
In other news, Iraqi women activists in Baghdad announced the formation of the ‘Women for 
a Civil Iraq’ collective in June. The group aims to encourage the growth of civic culture in Iraq, 
human rights, separation of religion from politics, separation of state powers, and adoption 
of freedom of expression. 
As for Iraqi Kurdistan, authorities at the Ministry of Endowment and the Ministry of Culture 
have banned the circulation of books by dozens of authors such as Ibn Taymiyyah and 
Nasiruddin al-Albani. They have argued that their decision to ban the texts is necessary in 
order to protect youths from being affected by extremist ideology. 
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
In July, the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities recovered more than 700 stolen artefacts that 
were illegally smuggled out of the country. The Iraqi Ministry of Foreign Affairs recovered 
these artefacts through Iraqi embassies in the USA, Italy and Jordan. 

 

Jordan 
Political and Governmental Developments 
Despite the apparent political stability in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, the government 
decided to participate in the international coalition warring with the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (Daesh) amid pressing fears of its spread into Jordan. The country joined the coalition 
after a Jordanian plane crashed in Daesh territory and subsequent execution of the Jordanian 
pilot, leading to widespread popular support against the group. 
A minor ministerial reshuffle took place on the 2nd of March in Abdullah Ensour’s government. 
The reshuffle increased the quota of female participation in the cabinet to include five women 
instead of three, including Lana Mamkegh who remained Minister of Culture. 
Meanwhile, on Ocotber 18th King Abdullah II withheld his endorsement of the 2015 
decentralisation bill on grounds of its incompatibility with the Constitution. It is worth noting 
that this law stipulates the establishment of two chambers, executive and legislative, in each 
Jordanian governorate. 
In February, the Ministry of Culture announced the launch of its first project for Ministry 
Awards for Creativity within the following fields: 
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 Society and psychology   

 Religion and psychology   

 Science and technology  

 Art  

 Aesthetics and translation   

 Law and politics   

 Health and environment   

 Children’s literature   

 Fiction   

 Biography and short stories   

 Poetry and travel writing.  
The Ministry also presents awards for best theatre and musical production and in plastic arts. 
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
Coinciding with military combat against Daesh, the Jordanian Press and Publications 
Department decided to censor books by Sheikh Ibn Taymiyyah. The Publications Department 
confiscated several such books on the premise of their use as reference for jihadist groups 
and until today no formal decision by the Jordanian authorities has been made to ban the 
entry of such books into the country. Ironically, many of these works are taught in faculties 
for theology and religious studies in Jordanian universities.  
The Cyber Crimes Law of Jordan (no 27, 2015) became active in June. Internet sites no longer 
fall under the legal umbrella of the Press and Publications Law which was modified by the 
government in 2012.  
According to a report on press and publications freedom in 2014, published by Reporters 
Without Borders in May 201510, Jordan was listed at position 143 internationally and at 
number 11 in the Arab region.  
In March 2014, the parliamentary Commission for Education and Culture ratified a draft law 
for the preservation of the Arabic language and a draft law for the Academy of Arabic 
Language as part of an initiative to establish exemplary written and spoken practices in Arabic. 
In January 2014, the National Centre for Culture and Arts, which is affiliated with the King 
Hussein Foundation, began a theatre and diversity project entitled ‘Crossroads’. The ten-
month project targeted youths aged 14 and over and will produce 20 interactive theatre 
performances that shed light on the suffering of Syrian refugees and the challenges they face 
in the host country. 
And in attempt to overcome the lack of funding commonly felt by independent Jordanian 
organisations, ‘Makan Art Space’ launched a crowdfunding campaign on its website in May in 
order to secure sufficient funds to continue their work. 
Local publishing houses organised a comprehensive book fair in the centre of Amman in 
cooperation with the Greater Amman Municipality. It was agreed that the fair, ‘Our Mother 
Amman… A City that Reads’, would be held annually with discounted book prices in order that 
readers can acquaint themselves with more and more publications from Jordanian publishing 
houses. In addition, two new electronic newspapers were launched in Jordan: Sho2oon Al 
Sa3a and Filmirsad. 
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
In May, the Jordanian Ministry of Culture and its Lebanese counterpart signed an agreement 
to renew the executive programme for cultural cooperation between the Kingdom and the 
Lebanese Republic for 2015 - 2016. The agreement aims for cooperation between the 
organisation of accessibility of libraries, manuscripts, and archives as well as holding cultural 

                                                        
10 https://index.rsf.org/#!/ 

http://sho2oonsa3a.com/
http://sho2oonsa3a.com/
http://www.filmirsad.com/
https://index.rsf.org/#!/
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conferences, lectures, and forums in the fields of fine art, performance art, cinema, and non-
material cultural heritage, in addition to special projects on children’s culture and many other 
categories. 
The Royal Film Commission of Jordan signed an agreement with the National Centre of 
Cinematography and the Moving Image in France to promote cooperation between the two 
countries with regard to cinematic production and distribution. The agreement stipulates 
support for Jordanian and French films participating in cinematic events organised in both 
countries and encourages exchange of knowledge and expertise especially in cinema policy, 
training, and the formation of national cinematography groups and collaborative productions. 
On the 8th and 9th of June, 2015, regional programme ‘Med Culture’, which is funded by the 
European Union, organised a workshop on qualitative improvement of public administration 
in the cultural sector. Representatives from the Ministry of Culture in Jordan, Palestine, 
Lebanon, Tunisia, and Morocco participated in the workshop. The programme also organised 
the first meeting of the Jordanian ‘National Focus Group’ on the development of the cultural 
sector with the participation of representatives from the Ministries of Culture, Higher 
Education, Scientific Research, Tourism and Antiquities, Public Works, and Planning and 
International Cooperation. Artists and professionals in the Jordanian cultural sector were also 
present at the meeting held at the Royal Film Commission’s headquarters.  
The Greater Municipality of Amman won the UNESCO Learning City Award in 2015. The 
Municipality received the award for its learning project ‘Jeera’, which was launched in 2011 
as part of an international agreement with UNESCO.  

 
Lebanon 

Political and Governmental Developments 
Lebanon has experienced a presidential vacuum for over a year in addition to security and 
political instability. The post has been empty since May 2014 due to parliamentary 
disagreement regarding candidature. The lack of leadership has contributed to increasing 
political polarisation at a time when the country continues to suffer a variety of pressures 
concerning the ongoing conflict in Syria. The parliamentary term has been extended until 
2017, but no congressional gatherings to determine presidential candidature have reached 
quorum and the government refuses to be held accountable. As a result, essential state 
institutions cannot function properly. 
Following the halt in rubbish collection services in Lebanon, a group of civil society activists 
and artists organised the “You Stink” campaign which began in July due to the accumulation 
of uncollected rubbish throughout most of the country. The campaign also called for political 
reforms. Protests in Beirut escalated in August and were met with suppression from security 
forces. 
At the level of the Ministry of Culture, Lebanese Minsiter of Culture Raymond Araiji said in an 
interview that the Ministry’s budget for 2015 did not exceed 10 million US dollars. Most of 
the budget is spent on wages, maintenance and inventory, while the rest is spent on cultural 
activities.  
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
Lebanon was ranked number 4 in the Arab region and 98 in the international Press Freedom 
Index published by Reporters Without Borders. The report, published in May 2015, stated that 
Lebanese media outlets are “a promotional tool for businessmen and political leaders” and 
that “the Syrian conflict has come to represent the final split between March 8 and March 14 
press”, the two principal political factions since the assassination of Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri 
in 2005.  
The Security General’s censorship department banned film ‘In This Land Lay Graves of Mine’, 
directed by Reine Mitri, which discusses the civil war period. The decision to ban the film was 

https://www.facebook.com/In-this-land-lay-graves-of-mine-%D9%84%D9%8A-%D9%82%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%B1-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%87%D8%B0%D9%87-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%B6-1586052428312905/?fref=ts
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taken by the Cinematic Works Department, fearing that the film would cause sectarian strife 
and disturb civil peace. 
 The censorship department also banned writer and director Lucien Bourjeily’s play ‘Beirut 
Syndrome’ because he refused to remove two lines on the Higher Council for Childhood and 
the Security General. In a similar context three editors of the Samandal comics magazine were 
fined 10 million Lebanese pounds each (20,000 USD in total) after being charged for inciting 
sectarian strife.     
 
The law for a unified social security fund for Lebanese artists was ratified after two and half 
years of talks. Launched in January, the Fund provides several services including health 
insurance and retirement pensions. 
The Lebanese Ministry of Culture launched the National Virtual Museum of Modern Art in 
collaboration with Academie Libanaise des Beaux Arts (ALBA). According to the website the 
Ministry’s collection displays 1800 artworks from 1900 until 2015 on its website. The Museum 
was planned for a physical location, but a lack of sufficient funds within the Ministry of 
Culture’s budget dictated otherwise, leading them to opt for a virtual museum instead. 
The Sursock Museum has been reopened in November after seven years of closure for 
restoration and maintenance. The museum is located in the heart of Beirut and displays 
modern and contemporary art.   
 
In light of the persistent difficulty for cultural organisations to secure sufficient funding, crowd 
funding campaigns have proliferated in support of activities and festivals. In June, the first two 
crowd funding campaigns were launched – the first for the Nihna Wal Qamar Wal Jiran Festival 
and the second by Basmeh and Zeitooneh, entitled ‘Support our Center to Keep Shatila 
Connected, Empowered, and Heard’, set up to secure funding support for its programmes. 
 
The Syrian migration situation in Lebanon began to decline following the large influx of 
migrants over the past few years. The Lebanese authorities have tightened access to Syrian 
citizens and imposed visas and complicated residency procedures. This has contributed to the 
decline of Syrian residents in Lebanon, both in cities and refugee camps. One community of 
Syrians in Lebanon are the artists and intellectuals who now reside in Beirut and have 
continued their cultural activity through dance and theatre performances as well as 
exhibitions. Organisations such as Basmeh and Zeitooneh, Sawa for Syria, Action for Hope, 
Artists Citizens, Bidayyat and Ettijahat. Independent Culture have continued to programme 
and develop cultural, social, and educational activities in cities and refugee camps, which has 
positively contributed to the situation of Syrian refugees – particularly those in camps. Their 
activity has added vitality to the general cultural scene in Lebanon. The decline in activity 
when many Syrian artists were forced to leave the country was clearly noticeable. 
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
In May, the Jordanian Ministry of Culture and its Lebanese counterpart signed an agreement 
to renew the executive programme for cultural cooperation between the Kingdom and the 
Lebanese Republic for 2015 - 2016. The agreement aims for cooperation between the 
organisation of accessibility of libraries, manuscripts, and archives as well as holding cultural 
conferences, lectures, and forums in the fields of fine art, performance art, cinema, and non-
material cultural heritage, in addition to special projects on children’s culture and many other 
categories. 
In 2015, the Australian Embassy allocated a sum of 300,000 US dollars through its direct aid 
programme for eleven development projects in the fields of health, education and rural 
development. 

http://artmodernemv.gov.lb/index.php
http://www.basmeh-zeitooneh.org/
http://www.basmeh-zeitooneh.org/
http://www.sdaid.org/about-us
https://www.facebook.com/Acton.F.Hope/
https://www.facebook.com/ArtistsCitizens-%D9%85%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-800585623287796/
http://bidayyat.org/
http://ettijahat.org/
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The Ministry of Culture, in collaboration with UNESCO, organised the campaign ‘United with 
Heritage in Lebanon’ within UNESCO’s wider frameworks in a bid to rally support and 
encourage Arab youths to raise awareness and protecting cultural diversity threatened by 
violence and sectarianism. In March, the Ministry of Culture also organised its ‘Night of the 
Museums’ event for its second consecutive year, when Lebanese citizens and denizens were 
able to visit ten different museums for free.  
 

Mauritania 

Political and Governmental Developments 
During the first month of 2015, minor changes were made at the governmental level. The new 
government included eight women ministers for the first time. The change came after 
Mauritanian women legislation guaranteeing a minimum of 20% representation in parliament 
passed in 2006. The previous Minister of Culture received the foreign affairs and cooperation 
portfolio, while the Ministry of Culture’s portfolio was handed to Hind Bint Ayninah.  
At the beginning of this year President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz invited the opposition for a 
“comprehensive political dialogue” due to the political crisis in Mauritania that has extended 
over four years and to discuss the ongoing rupture between the opposition and the ruling 
government. But the opposition did not consider the invitation to be serious and listed several 
demands before entering such a dialogue, including the early holding of presidential and 
parliamentary elections and an assurance that the constitution would not be compromised, 
such as by extending of the current president’s term. In a letter sent by Prime Minister Yahya 
Ould Hademine to the ‘National Forum for Democracy and Unity’, which includes most of the 
opposition parties, the Prime Minister affirmed the government’s readiness to discuss all 
issues that the opposition wished to discuss. The accusations between the two factions 
regarding who holds responsibility for the country’s crises have continued in spite of meetings 
held between representatives, the last of which took place on the 10th of May, 2015. Prior to 
these meetings, the ruling government had held another ‘national dialogue’. This edition 
failed because opposition participants had either left their parties or represented small parties 
with no electoral weight; larger opposition parties abstained and did not answer the call for 
dialogue in an attempt to undermine the government’s move.  
In a separate issue, at the beginning of May the Mauritanian government approved a new 
draft law criminalising slavery and tightening punishment for its practice. However, 
representatives of several anti-slavery human rights organisations believe that the 
government’s actions are nothing more than “compliance with pressures exerted on the 
country to rectify its image among international public opinion” after the UN called on 
Mauritania in February 2014, demanding that the state do more to completely eradicate 
slavery, stating: “the government is yet to translate its promises into action and take stronger 
measures in relation to eradicating slavery, and fully apply legislations and policies.” Based on 
the above mentioned, consultation sessions were launched on September 7th in order to hold 
political dialogue. The National Forum for Democracy and Unity boycotted the sessions. The 
committee overseeing the meeting recommended in its conclusive statement to the 
Mauritanian government to “take necessary measures to launch an inclusive political dialogue 
across the country” and called on “political and civil operators to participate.”  
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
In a report on press freedom11 published by Reporters Without Border on the 3rd of May, 2015, 
Mauritania was listed at number two, second to Comoros, within the Arab region and at 
position 55 internationally with regard to press freedom. Mauritania has made significant 
progress in press freedom in recent years after the government’s monopoly over audio-visual 
media and the criminalisation of journalists for criticising the president were both abolished. 

                                                        
11 https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/MRT 

https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/MRT
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In spite of this, on the 24th of December, 2014, the criminal court in the city of Nouadhibou 
sentenced Mauritanian citizen Mohamed Cheikh Ould Mkhaitir to death by firing squad for 
apostasy in an article he had written. The ruling was made according to Article 306 of the 
Mauritanian penal code which draws on the Islamic Sharia. News of the ruling emerged at the 
beginning of this year and an Arab campaign was organised in solidarity with the man. 
Meanwhile, the lawyer defending Mr Mkhaitir announced that he will be abandoning the case 
on the 16th of April, without giving any reason. 
The Mauritanian Syndicate of Scientists issued a statement on the 26th of March denying the 
existence of any cases of slavery in the country alongside a fatwa by Sheikh Mohamed Al 
Hasan Ould Adadou on the abolishment of practices of slavery from the Islamic religious 
perspective. In spite of this, Mauritania ranks at first place in the world index of contemporary 
slavery, published by the Walk Free Foundation in its 2014 report, which described that four 
in every hundred Mauritanian citizens (in a population of approximately three million) suffer 
from some form of contemporary slavery. 
[Whole SECTION RESTRUCTURE] 
 
In August, he Mauritanian parliament ratified a new law to combat slavery that imposes 
severe punishments on those who practice it. This law considers slavery a “crime against 
humanity” and its ratification coincides with the imprisonment of the director of the Initiative 
for the Resurgence of the Abolitionist Movement (IRA). 
 
In September, the High Authority of the Press and Audio-visual Sector decided to ban the 
programme “Sahraa Tok”, a programme broadcast by the independent channel Sahraa Media 
and presented by journalist Zayed Mohammad. The High Authority also issued a written 
warning to the above mentioned station’s head office. The programme was banned on the 
grounds of what the High Authority called bad language against state symbols such as the 
President and his wife, as well as officials in the Mauritanian government. Some of the 
expressions used by the programme’s presenter were described as abusive, immoral and 
offensive to public decency. 
 
In another context, the Ministry of National Education launched a scientific educational 
channel for university students, which is a first of its kind channel in Mauritania. The channel 
is part of the Ministry’s programmes for the 2015 academic year. 
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
 
Among the agreements Mauritania signed in 2015 is the cultural cooperation agreement with 
Qatar regarding training of artists and specialists in the cultural field. Another agreement was 
signed with Senegal in November, which included a cultural exchange protocol , in additive on 
to six agreements with China including an agreement on bilateral cooperation in the cultural 
field.  

 

Morocco 

Political and Governmental Developments 
Morocco has enjoyed political stability recently due to the continued balance of powers 
between the majority leadership and its opposition. The current coalition government 
includes four parties, led by the Islamic-leaning Justice and Development Party. It is worth 
noting that Morocco underwent a cabinet reshuffle in May 2014 following the resignation of 
four ministers, two from the Justice and Development Party and two others from the Amazigh 
Popular Movement Party. 
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The Western Sahara Crisis remains at the forefront of the political climate. The Polisario Front 
is demanding the right to self-determination while the Moroccan authorities uphold that the 
most they could offer the Front is autonomy in the area. The Front waged a diplomatic war by 
posting a list of 300 international firms partnering with the Moroccan state in order to exert 
pressure on authorities. The Front also tried to gain diplomatic support from some countries, 
most prominently the support given by Sweden for Western Sahara Independence in 
September.  
In a first of its kind move, Moroccan authorities allowed the legal registration of a human 
rights organisation affiliated with Western Sahara following 10 years of refusing its 
registration.   
In June, the Moroccan Ministry of Culture announced the results of the second cycle of its 
programme supporting arts and culture projects12 in the field of plastic arts. According to the 
results published on the Ministry’s official website, the committee reviewed 130 projects that 
applied for funding from the Ministry. 111 eleven projects were shortlisted, 50 of which were 
selected for funding of varying amounts within the following fields: art and art residencies (5 
projects); research publications on artists, exhibition catalogues, magazines, and websites 
dedicated to plastic and visual arts (13 projects); organising exhibitions and art salons (17 
projects); participation in exhibitions and art salons (4 projects); visual arts (11 projects). 
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
UNESCO praised efforts made by Morocco for the advancement of freedom of press, whereas 
many other organisations denounced the tightened measures taken by the authorities. A 
report published by Reporters Without Borders13  stated that press freedom in Morocco has 
regressed with the authorities’ strict measures against journalists, wherein officials have been 
putting pressure on the press to ensure that “sensitive” issues are not reported freely and 
independently. Morocco was listed at number 10 in the Arab region and at number 130 
internationally on the World Press Freedom Index released by Reporters Without Borders in 
April 2015. 
In a similar context, Moroccan authorities have denounced a report published by Amnesty 
International in May, and described it as biased and lacking objectivity, considering it a result 
of a conspiracy to tarnish the image of the Kingdom. The report had listed Morocco among 
other flagged countries for the international campaign against torture. Following the report, 
in June Moroccan authorities detained, interrogated, and ultimately deported two members 
of Amnesty International who were conducting research on immigration. In September, 
Morocco asked Human Rights Watch to suspend its activity in Morocco if it will not abide by 
impartiality and objectivity in its next report on Morocco.    
In another issue, the Ministry of Communications banned the feature film ‘Much Loved’ on 
the grounds of offense to societal values and for its portrayal of Morocco. The Association of 
Film Producers rejected the authorities’ decision and considered it to contradict the 
constitution and violate freedom of expression and creativity. The film, directed by Nabil 
Ayouch, portrays prostitutes living in Marrakech. Loubna Abidar, who played the leading role 
in the film, stated that she was physically assaulted by unknown assailants in Novemeber.  
Moroccan authorities also banned the two consecutive performances of a play entitled ‘Bihal 
Bihal’ by the Al Makhour theatre troupe. The performance had opened last June in Rabat 
before being banned from being performed on two consecutive nights in Tangiers on the 4th 
and 5th of July. 
On the 30th of January, a Moroccan court ruling imposed a fine of 50 thousand Dirhams 
(approximately €4500) on the government to be paid to the Moroccan Association for Human 

                                                        
12 http://www.minculture.gov.ma/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3329:-2015&catid=191:2014-03-26-11-06-

28&Itemid=195 
13 https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/MAR 

https://www.facebook.com/AMDHMAROC
http://www.minculture.gov.ma/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3329:-2015&catid=191:2014-03-26-11-06-28&Itemid=195
http://www.minculture.gov.ma/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3329:-2015&catid=191:2014-03-26-11-06-28&Itemid=195
https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/MAR
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Rights on the grounds of “arbitrary obstruction” of the association’s activity. This is the second 
ruling of its kind in favour of the Association. There have been 60 instances of preventing the 
organisation from carrying out activities in the past six months. Authorities warned the 
association that they could withdraw its ‘public interest organisation’ license on the basis that 
the association’s views and activities “reflect in their content political leanings.” On the 15th 
of February, police raided the association’s central headquarters. 
In July, the Moroccan Parliament voted for a law regarding elected councils that allows for the 
increase of quota of women representatives from 12% to 27%. The adoption of the 2011 
Constitution formed a new era in women’s representation in institutions and public life.    
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
Al Mawred Al Thaqafy signed a memorandum of understanding with the University of Hasan 
II and the Department of Cultural Policy at the University of Hildesheim in Germany to 
establish a Masters programme in Arabic in Cultural Policy and Cultural Management, the first 
programme of its kind that targets students from different parts of the Arab region. The 
course opened at the University of Hasan II in September 2015. 
The Moroccan cabinet approved the unification of private law agreement (Unidroit) regarding 
illegally exported stolen cultural property. This agreement is considered to complete the 
UNESCO agreement on the same matter. 
Morocco was elected as a new member of the International Committee in charge of 
implementing the protection and promotion of cultural diversity and forms of expression 
during the Committee’s fifth meeting, which was held on the 16th of June in Paris.  
In mid-October, the Ministry in charge of Moroccan expats and those living abroad signed 
cooperation agreements with 17 Moroccan theatre companies for 120 theatre performances 
to be performed for Moroccans living in European and African countries during the 2015 – 
2016 theatre season.   
 

Palestine 
Political and Governmental Developments 
Sweden recognised the state of Palestine at the end of last year. In May 2015, the Vatican also 
recognised the state of Palestine in a new agreement stating the transition of diplomatic 
relations from the PLO to the Palestinian Authority.  
The official spokesperson for the International Criminal Court also officially announced that 
Palestine would be joining the court as a member with full rights. The agreement was 
subsequently enforced with full provisions for Palestine, including the full rights and duties of 
the all other member states. 
In another context, in March the central office of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation 
announced the suspension of security coordination with the Israeli occupation, in response to 
Israel’s blocking of tax returns to the Palestinian Authority, cutting off its main funding source. 
Starting in May, the Israeli authorities implemented the decision prohibiting Palestinian 
workers within the green line from boarding Israeli settler public buses and transport for 
security reasons.  
In October, several clashes between Palestinian youth and occupation forces took place in 
East Jerusalem and the surrounding area, as well as in several cities, towns and villages in the 
West Bank – the uprising was dubbed the Stabbing Intifada and was sparked by clashes at the 
site of the al-Aqsa mosque in response to occupation forces prohibition of worshipers from 
reaching the mosque. 
Toward the end of 2015, the Palestinian Cabinet announced the State’s budget for 2016. The 
Ministry of Culture’s budget allocated for activities and programmes was 750 thousand 
shekels, equivalent to 190 thousand USD.    
  

https://www.facebook.com/AMDHMAROC
http://mawred.org/ar/%D8%BA%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%B5%D9%86%D9%81/%D9%81%D8%AA%D8%AD-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%AF%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB%D9%82/
http://www.unidroit.org/arabic/presentation/statute-arabic.pdf
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Public Freedom and Civil Society 
Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah issued a decision to amend order number 8 for non-profit 
organisations for 201514 which bans any organisation from receiving foreign funding before 
prior approval from the Prime Minister. The decision was met with wide protests from civil 
society organisations as it undermines such organisations and associations’ public freedoms. 
Palestine was ranked at position 140 on the Reporters Without Borders Press Freedom Index 
for 201415. According to the Palestinian Center for Development and Media Freedoms, there 
were more than 450 violations against press freedom in Palestine, mostly committed by 
occupation forces. More than 100 violations by the occupation forces were recorded in 
November.  
 
In June, Israeli authorities shut down the satellite channel ‘Palestine 48’ belonging to the 
Palestinian state television service. The channel was the first satellite channel run by the 
Palestinian Authority and is concerned with Palestinian affairs in the occupied territories. The 
Israeli Minister of Education also cancelled state funding for the play ‘Parallel Time’ performed 
by the Palestinian Midan troupe, a story based on the life of an Arab Israeli, Walid Daka. In 
addition, the Israeli Occupation issued decisions to shut down two Palestinian radio stations 
for a period of six months, the Manbar al-Hurriya radio station and Al-Khalil radio. 
The Palestinian Ministry of Education announced that it sought to completely change the 
educational system toward a more radically progressive one after a journalistic report was 
published in the Haaretz newspaper at the end of April stating that the number of students 
studying the Israeli curriculum has risen by 60% in the past four years. 
In June, the Palestinian Performing Arts Network announced its launch. The Network includes 
a group of arts and cultural organisations in Palestine as follows: Al Kamandjâti Association, 
Al-Harah Theatre, Ashtar for Theatre Production and Training, El-Funoun Palestinian Popular 
Dance Troupe, The Edward Said National Conservatory of Music (ESNCM), The Freedom 
Theatre, The Magnificat Institute, The Ministry of Education (MOE), The Palestinian Circus 
School, The Popular Art Centre (PAC), Theatre Day Productions (TDP), Yes Theatre and the AM 
Qattan Foundation. The Network’s administration is expected to open membership to other 
organisations in order to expand its work and collaboration in the near future. 
The first professional artists’ agency representing and promoting artists was launched in Haifa. 
The ‘Artist Representative Agency’ professionally represents, promotes, and markets 
Palestinian artists and seeks to widen their opportunities, open participation opportunities 
for festivals and local and international productions, and provides professional consultation 
services for promotion and media appearances. The Arab Cultural Association also launched 
its project ‘Art Work’ in order to increase work opportunities, build capacities, and enhance 
working conditions in the cultural sector. 
In July a number of civil society organisations formed the “Coalition of the Right to Access 
Information” in protest against the delay in implementing the law on the right to access 
information that the Palestinian government began drafting in 2013. 
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
The EU funded Med Culture programme organised the first meeting of the National 
Committee for Promoting the Development of the Cultural Sector in Palestine, which was 
hosted by the Ministry of Planning and Administrative Development in Ramallah. In June, the 
Palestinian national unity government signed the document for accession to the World Skills 
Organisation, becoming its 73rd member. The Organisation works on developing human 
resources, educational programmes and technical and vocational training.  

                                                        
14 http://www.palestinecabinet.gov.ps/WebSite/Upload/Decree/GOV_17/28072015120926.pdf      
15 https://index.rsf.org/#!/ 

http://www.madacenter.org/
http://www.arabca.net/
http://www.palestinecabinet.gov.ps/WebSite/Upload/Decree/GOV_17/28072015120926.pdf
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The Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, in collaboration with UNESCO’s Ramallah office, 
organised a workshop on the final review of the draft law for the protection of Palestinian 
cultural heritage. More than 40 experts from the West Bank and Gaza participated as well as 
representatives of related ministries and local organisations working in the field of cultural 
heritage, and universities. All participants expressed the urgent need for a new legal 
framework to protect, manage, and preserve cultural heritage in Palestine. 
In October. UNESCO adopted a resolution criticising the Israeli Occupation’s handling of the 
al-Aqsa Mosque, condemning the restrictions on the freedom of worship at the Mosque and 
emphasizing other complaints regarding religious sites.  

 

Sudan 
Political and Governmental Developments 
On the 27th of April, 2015, the National Election Commission in Sudan announced the re-
election of Omar al-Bashir for a new term of four years after receiving 94 percent of the votes. 
The European Union and the African Union issued statements confirming that the situation in 
Sudan is not conducive to hold credible and trustworthy elections. These elections were 
boycotted by various opposition parties except for the Democratic Unionist Party.  
The President was able to attend the African Union summit in North Africa and return to 
Khartoum despite a court order for his arrest and trial at the International Criminal Court. The 
warrant was issued in 2009 for crimes against humanity. 
In January 2015, the National Assembly (the Sudanese parliament) approved amendments to 
the constitution strengthening the powers of National Security and Intelligence services which 
oversee combat with armed opposition to the regime in several regions of Sudan. The 
amendments also allow Omar al-Bashir to personally appoint governors in lieu of elections. 
The worsening humanitarian situation in Sudan is keeping international human rights 
organisations busy due to the large waves of migration from zones of armed conflict that have 
spread to most Sudanese territories. A report by Human Rights Watch published on the 11th 
of February16 confirmed the involvement of the Sudanese government in covering up serious 
violations of human rights. 
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
Sudan occupied position 174 internationally and number 20 in the Arab region according to 
the Reporters Without Borders Press Freedom Index in 2014.   
The Sudanese Journalists Union issued a statement rejecting the intelligence services’ 
expropriation of 10 newspapers and suspension of 4 of them. Since the beginning of 2015, no 
less than 16 newspapers have been persecuted by security and intelligence services on 42 
different occasions. Around 21 journalists have been interrogated by the police and security 
forces. Three civil society organisations’ headquarters have been shut down and five other 
organisations are being subjected with imminent threats of closure. On the 16th of February, 
agents from the security and intelligence services withdrew all editions of 14 newspapers from 
their printers. The security agency justified their actions by accusing certain newspapers of 
crossing “red lines” and spreading news that threatens national security. In September 
Sudanese authorities confiscated an issue of the ‘Khartoum’ newspaper and two issues of ‘Al 
Sudani’ newspaper without giving reasons for the confiscation. 
In addition, in the first month of 2015, the Ministry of Culture issued a decision to withdraw 
the license of the Sudanese Writers Union, giving the reason of irregularities in the rules and 
regulations that govern the work of cultural associations in the country. The Union filed an 
appeal and protested the decision to the appropriate parties only to receive a response in 
April, refusing to launch the appeal and a confirming the decision to cancel the union’s 
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registration. The Network of Sudanese Journalists considers the aforementioned decision to 
be inseparable from the ongoing attack against freedom of expression by security services. 
The Minister of Culture denied any political reason for the closure of the Writers Union.  
In October, the General Directorate for Literature and Art banned the display of several titles 
at the Khartoum International Book Fair, including “Fear Garden” by Asmaa Othman El Sheikh, 
“At the Bottom of the City” by Ihad Adlan, “The Courier of the Slit Riyal” by Mubarak Ardol, , 
“Dirty Biography” by Mohamed Kheir Abdullah, and two books by Mohamed Badawi 
Moustafa: “The Market of the Prostitution Mill” and “Were the Ancestors Wrong”.At the 
beginning of November security authorities also confiscated from bookshops the novel “The 
President and I… Secrets of Mirrors and Madness of Jasmine” by writer Faiz Sheikh Al Salik. 
Conversely, the Tayyib Salih Award for Creative Writing resumed after it was suppressed last 
year. On the 22nd of February, the prizes for the award’s fifth edition were announced with 
the introduction of a category for poetry, in addition to the existing categories for short stories 
and novels. 
The committee of the Cultural Map of Sudan project17 continues to hold its meetings. A large 
number of intellectuals continue to denounce the government’s restructuring of the cultural 
map of Sudan, suggesting that the government only intends to serve its own ideology, namely 
classifying the Arab and Islamic identities of Sudan, disregarding all other elements. It is worth 
noting that the project aims to document the material and non-material cultural diversity of 
Sudan. 
 
Regional Cooperation and Cultural Agreement 
At the beginning of May, the Qatari Mission for the Pyramids of Sudan began its work in the 
Begrawiya region. The initiative aims to restore more than 40 pyramids during the first phase 
of the project, which will last until 2022. 
 

Syria 

Political and Governmental Developments 
The ongoing war in Syria entered its fifth year in March 2015 and has become increasingly 
entrenched and complicated with no hope of any political solution in the near future. Violence 
has escalated and fighting has spread across the country. Belligerents include several forces 
and militias such as the regime’s Syrian Armed Forces and its supporting militias (Hezbollah, 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, Abu Fadl al-Abbas Forces, and others), the armed opposition, 
Kurdish party militias, and the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (Daesh). Each of these forces 
control their own geographically advantageous positions, meaning that Syria seems to be 
being carved up by the warring factions. Additionally, dominant groups continue to target 
civilians who do not express loyalty to their local power-holders. Syria was listed in last place, 
162, on the Global Peace Index in 201518, making it the least peaceful country in the world for 
the second year in a row. 
In September, direct Russian intervention in support of the Syrian regime began. Airstrikes 
targeted Daesh according to official statements, but the armed opposition accused the 
Russian intervention to be targeting opposition groups as well. Later in November, French air 
strikes began targeting Daesh in North Syria, joining the coalition battling Daesh from the air.  
As a result, the conditions of cultural work have continued to deteriorate year after year. They 
have practically remained the same in recent years,. This is caused by minimal governmental 
cultural activity within regions controlled by the regime and no civil cultural relief in regions 
controlled by the opposition. In addition to this, there is an almost total absence of cultural or 
civic work in regions controlled by Daesh. These conditions have coincided with a huge wave 
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of migration and displacement, including a large number of Syrian artists and intellectuals who 
have relocated their activity to neighbouring countries. 
Due to the relocation of a large part of Syrian cultural activity to neighbouring countries, cities 
like Amman, Beirut, and Istanbul are witnessing an organised Syrian cultural movement 
(music, theatre, plastic arts, cinema, etc.) in addition to the founding of numerous initiatives 
and organisations concerned with relief, development, and education. These initiatives have 
contributed to the establishment of cultural centres and clubs as well as schools and 
educational curricula. It is noticeable, however, that the role of displaced culture has begun 
to decline in comparison to its level in 2014; the decline is most likely the result of tightened 
measures by these neighbouring countries to prevent the movement of Syrians and their 
difficulty in renewing residence permits. Moreover, large numbers of artists have been able 
to settle in Europe and have chosen to move. 
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
Syria was listed in last place in the Arab region and at number 177 internationally on the Press 
Freedom Index published by Reporters Without Borders in 201419. The Syrian Network for 
Human Rights documented the arrest of 57 Syrian artists, 50 of whom are being held by the 
regime forces, and the killing of 22 artists also by the regime’s forces throughout the years of 
conflict. 
As an example of violations against media, the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of 
Expression recorded in the third quarter20 of last year 49 violations against journalists and 
press centres. 17 of these violations involved murder, 10 cases of arrest and kidnapping, half 
of these violations were committed by the Syrian regime, 4 by Al Nusra Front, 3 by Daesh, and 
8 violations by unknown parties. The report also documented 7 incidents of the release of 
detained journalists.   
President of the Syrian Centre for Media and Freedom Mazen Darwish, who was earlier 
detained by the regime forces, won the 2015 UNESCO Press Freedom Prize. 
In July the Syrian Artists Syndicate expelled 73 of its member artists on the grounds of not 
paying their yearly membership fee. Some of these artists have been under the regime’s 
detention for years and the list included Syrian artists who oppose the Syrian regime.  
In February, the United Nations Institute for Training and Research published its report on 
Syrian material cultural heritage21 which revealed the total destruction of 24 archaeological 
sites and serious damage to 140 others, whilst 150 sites have suffered minor damages. On the 
30th of April, the European Parliament approved a decision to eradicate the trade of black 
market antiquities smuggled by the Islamic State. In May, Daesh captured the historical city 
of Palmyra and raised its flag on top of its archaeological ruins. According to the Syrian 
Monitor of Human Rights, the group planted explosives around the site and regime air forces 
dropped no less than 15 bombs on the city. 
In January, UNESCO’s office in Beirut organised a training programme on the protection of 
moveable heritage during and after conflict and the protection of museums from looting. 
Experts from the Directorate-General of Antiquities and Museums in Syria participated in the 
training programme alongside UNESCO, Interpol, the International Council of Museums, and 
the international organisation Blue Shield.    
In another concerning development, UNESCO pointed to studies showing a 70% gap in 
education among young Syrian refugees. The studies also showed that more than 3 million 
children and adolescents have been forced to abandon formal education. UNESCO launched 
its ‘Bridging Learning Gaps for Youth’ programme in February, a two-year programme that 
seeks to support access to schooling, higher education, and teachers training and to 
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strengthen the capacity of educational systems in relevant countries, particularly in Syria, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq. In November a report published by Human Rights Watch claimed 
that 400 thousand Syrian refugee children in Turkey do not attend school22. 
 
At the end of last year, schools funded by and located in areas controlled by Daesh cancelled 
several subjects including art, history, sports, philosophy, and religious education. The group 
issued a public statement in March regarding compulsory education from the first grade until 
the ninth grade in schools in areas controlled by Daesh. Such areas form a third of all Syrian 
territory. The statement also included threats of punishment and accountability for parents 
who refuse to send their children to schools run by the group. 
The education committee of the Kurdish National Council in Syria published its new 
educational curriculum that covers education in Kurdish from the first to third grades. Arabic 
language would be introduced to the curriculum in the fourth grade. The National Council in 
Kurdish regions also issued a decision banning Arab and Turkmen teachers from teaching in 
schools. 

 

Tunisia 

Political and Governmental Developments 
In 2015, new political developments and party coalitions emerged seeking to exit the 
provisional framework of successive governments. Based on the presidential and 
parliamentary election results at the end of 2014 and the January 2014 constitution, positive 
signs toward the establishment of a stable political system emerged. Baji Caid Essebsi won the 
presidential elections in December 2014 and the Nidaa Tounes party won majority in the 
parliamentary elections, followed by Ennahda party coming in second. The two parties 
represent 70% of the seats in parliament, which consists of 127 seats.   In February 2015, the 
cabinet made up of 42 members (24 ministers, 15 secretaries and 3 shadow ministers) and 
led by Prime Minister Habb Essid, was sworn in by the parliament (the People’s Assembly). 
The cabinet was diversely constituted of independent ministers and partisan ministers. Dr 
Latifa Al-Akhdar was appointed Minister of Culture and the Preservation of Tunisian Heritage. 
At the beginning of the cabinet’s work, the priorities of the first hundred days were announced 
for each ministry according to 5 axes in each sector. The priorities of the Ministry of the 
Culture and Preservation of Heritage were announced as such: 
 

 Completing the City of Culture project, which is a big cultural complex that began 
construction in 2006 and was halted in 2011 

 Preserving heritage and its value, especially in relation to promoting the protection of 
historical sites and increasing security, including inspection operations 

 Supporting creatives and intellectuals, especially by improving relevant social and 
legal frameworks 

 The urgent rescue of the national stock of the Ministry’s collection of art by working 
on the inventory and providing adequate space for their preservation according to 
approved standards and specifications  

 Developing the role of culture, especially with regard to infrastructure and 
equipment, in order to enhance its contribution in local and regional cultural 
movements 

 
In the midst of these political developments, on the 18th of March, 2015, a terrorist attack in 
the Bardo Museum claimed the lives of several visitors and was a cause for the cultural sector 
to emerge as one of the key areas to combat terrorism in Tunisia, mobilising international 
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sympathy and honouring the Bardo Museum for the role it plays in national and international 
culture.  
In November, two blasts in the capital Tunis targeted a presidential security forces bus that 
left 22 dead. Following the blast the president announced a state of emergency for 30 days. 
In another context the Nobel Peace Prize 2015 was awarded to the Tunisian National Dialogue 
Quartet for its decisive contribution to the building of a pluralistic democracy in the wake of 
the Jasmine Revolution of 2011.   
 
Challenges and Updates Regarding Structural and Legislative Framework 
By the beginning of 2015, the allocated time periods to follow up the activity of cultural 
committees' objectives was concluded. Budget spending on cultural activities was directly 
delegated to the Regional Representative for Culture and Heritage Preservation as 
provisioned by legislation on public spending for central and regional agencies. This change at 
the level of funding flow led to several obstructions to the implementation of cultural 
activities which were previously funded by the commissions for culture. In addition, the lack 
of activation of the National Commission for the Development of Festivals and Cultural Events 
led to a decrease in funding allocated to festivals and cultural events. 
During 2015 government decision No. 799 was issued on July 13th concerning the 
establishment of cultural public institutions including regional libraries. These public 
institutions would have administrative autonomy and financial independence, and would be 
subject to supervision by the ministry in charge of culture in accordance with the government 
budget.   
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
Tunis came in at position 133 on the World Press Freedom index published by Reporters 
Without Borders in 201423. With regard to press freedom, on the 8th of May, the government 
approved the proposal for a draft law on the ‘Repression of Offences against Armed Forces’ 
which sparked controversy among civil society. Human Rights Watch reported that 13 
international non-governmental organisations had issued a joint statement24 demanding that 
Tunisian legislators abandon problematic articles of the law, several of which are considered 
to be in violation of provisions of international human rights and rights guaranteed by the 
Tunisian constitution: specifically, those criminalising journalists and human rights defenders 
among others who criticise the armed forces.  
In July the Parliament ratified the draft law to fight terrorism and money laundering. The law 
stipulates punishments including the death penalty despite rights groups’ calls to abolish the 
death penalty in Tunisia. Those in opposition to the law consider its definition of terrorism to 
be loose and may be used to curb freedom of expression and press. The International 
Federation of Journalists and National Tunisian Journalists’ Syndicate published a statement 
expressing deep concern as a result of the government’s use of the anti-terrorism law against 
journalists while disregarding Decree 115 on freedom of the press. 
In a similar context, teacher Abdel Fattah Said was accused of defamation against a public 
official after the former posted on Facebook a caricature drawing of Prime Minister Habib 
Essid. In September, a group of journalists and technicians working at the Hannibal TV station 
organised a sit-in in protest of the station’s sacking of some of its staff. The National Tunisian 
Journalists’ Syndicate and General Media Union supported the protestors in their demands.  
 
The artistic and cultural scene witnessed several protests by artists in solidarity with owners 
of the ‘Masar’ art space which was closed on the 4th of April as a result of a lawsuit filed by 
the landlord demanding the premises to be emptied due to the expiry of the rental contract. 
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The cultural space was reopened in June 2015 after settlement with the owners and the 
landlord. 
 
Organisations with funding from international donors such as MEDNETA, which acts on behalf 
of the EU with the participation of the City Maintenance Organisation, managed to continue 
implementing projects in 2015. The project aims to highlight the value of heritage and 
historical sites and to reintegrate these into the economic and social fabric of cities. In 
addition, the ‘Tunis Balad El Fann’ project, by Al Mawred Al Thaqafy in cooperation with the 
Tunisian Ministry of Culture, continued. The project aims to develop skills in various fields of 
cultural work in the governmental and independent sectors, to support the decentralisation 
of cultural work, and to encourage cultural projects in various Tunisian cities. The project’s 
first training session was held on the 5th of March.  
Al Mawred Al Thaqafy also announced the launch of the Ezzedin Ganoun Memorial Theater 
Award, with 10,000 USD prize, to be presented to Arab theatre directors for their body of 
work in the form of a grant for a new theatre production. 
Meanwhile in the educational sector the decision to ban the niqab in educational institutions 
was implemented in November.  
 
International Cooperation and Cultural Agreements 
The Arab League Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organisation (ALECSO) officially 
announced Sfax as the Arab Capital of Culture for 2016. Sfax is the second largest city in 
Tunisia and is known as the capital of the Tunisian south. 
The regional programme Med Culture held a meeting with representatives of the Tunisian 
authorities. The meeting acted as a dialogue about the cultural sector, drawing on aspects 
such as education and vocational training, the operation of the cultural and artistic sectors, 
and the improvement of institutional structures, in addition to cooperation and collaboration 
with regard to resources. 
   

Yemen 
Political and Governmental Developments 
On the 17th of January, the Yemeni Constitution Commission submitted the draft of the new 
constitution to the ‘National Commission for the Assurance of Successful Implementation of 
the National Dialogue Conference Outcomes’ at a meeting led by President Abd Rabbuh 
Mansur Hadi. The draft of the constitution contained 446 articles divided into 10 sections and 
13 chapters. The Houthi group rejected the draft for several reasons, most prominently with 
regard to the division of Yemen into a six-region federal system without a referendum. 
The ‘Ansar Allah’ group or Houthis have gained control of government institutions and 
political and economic decision-making since they captured the capital, Sanaa, on the 21st of 
September last year. On the 6th of February, the Houthis issued a constitutional decree 
dissolving the parliament and forming an interim assembly made up of 551 members. These 
members selected a presidential council of 5 members and appointed government positions.    
The Houthi group, fighting alongside former president Ali Abdullah Saleh’s militia, are trying 
to reach to the Yemeni south which is trying to break away. It was this region to which 
President Abd Rabbuh Mansur Hadi fled before he was able to travel to Saudi Arabia on the 
27th of March. The President, the Vice President and the Prime Minister remain in Saudi 
Arabia. 
The on-going events in Yemen have prompted Operation Decisive Storm, the military 
intervention of a coalition of ten states led by Saudi Arabia. Military operations began on the 
26th of March, 2015, and stopped after a month. As a result, two National Dialogue 
Conferences for Yemeni parties was held in Geneva on the 27th of May and the 20th of June. 
The negotiations ended with the UN’s failure to lead the warring factions to a humanitarian 
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truce in order to send aid to the country and end the conflict. In July the allied intervention 
launched military operations on the ground dubbed Operation Golden Arrow. At the time of 
updating this report battles continue to escalate.  
 
Public Freedom and Civil Society 
The aforementioned events and the deterioration of the security situation in Yemen have led 
to further threats and violence affecting the media. Yemeni journalists have been subject to 
attacks by Al Qaeda and the Houthis in the south, as reported by the Reporters Without 
Borders in May25. Yemen was listed at number 17 in the Arab region and at position 168 on 
the World Press Freedom Index. 
In another context, the Yemeni telecom company ‘Yemen Net’, which is being controlled by 
the Houthis, has blocked several news websites. The Yemeni Journalists’ Syndicate issued a 
statement saying that it was surprised by the censorship, expressing its increasing anxiety 
regarding the harassment, persecution, exclusion and the continuous repression of 
journalists, which aim to prevent them from doing their work freely. 
The Houthis attempted to blow up the headquarters of the “Al Masdar Online” newspaper, 
and on July 3rd kidnapped 9 journalists from a Sanaa hotel, which led most journalists to leave 
the city.  
The Studies and Economic Media Center published a report in November citing 41 incidents 
of violations against journalists and activists on social media platforms in Yemen during the 
month of October alone. The report also documented 28 violations committed by the Houthis, 
followed by 11 violations by Al Qaeda, and two violations committed by the allied intervention 
forces.  
    
 
In addition, on the 7th of April, Houthi revolutionaries stormed the Deputy Minister of 
Culture’s office and forcefully seized the ministry’s seals and funds. 
UNESCO renewed its call for the protection of Yemeni cultural heritage in a press release 
issued on the 6th of June, stating that UNESCO had received reports from media and official 
sources confirming that the ancient city in Sanaa was bombed resulting in serious damage to 
several historical buildings, as well as in the ancient city in Sa’adeh and the heritage site in the 
fortress-like Baraqish.  
The Ministry of Culture budget for four years, beginning in 2014, was agreed at 98 million US 
dollars. It will be spent primarily on Taiz, the cultural capital of Yemen. The Ministry 
announced that projects in the city would be implemented between 2015 and 2017, as none 
of the necessary infrastructure had been completed at the time of the budgetary agreement.  
 
 

Chapter Two: National Groups for Cultural Policy 
 

Algeria  
The Algerian National Group for Cultural Policy held a press conference on the 30th of May 
during which it announced its plans and adopted time period for a series of lectures that are 
expected to take place soon. These lectures cover a series of artistic fields based on the 
current reality of the independent arts sector in Algeria. The targeted audience are cultural 
activists and professionals. The lectures aim to form a platform for discussion and dialogue on 
the conditions of arts and culture in Algeria. Five lectures are expected to take place with 
emphasis on the following sectors: books and publishing, music, theatre, visual arts, and 
cinema. 
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The Group has also launched an online survey aimed at all cultural operators and artists 
(individuals and institutions) who run cultural institutions, associations, committees and 
festivals in Algeria. This survey is part of the Group’s project of mapping the cultural sector in 
Algeria.  

 

Iraq 

The National Group for Cultural Policy in Iraq expanded its work by selecting a consulting 
committee consisting of intellectuals and artists who represent the geographical diversity of 
Iraq. The Group had also begun promoting the idea of cultural policy in the press. As a result, 
the Group held a consultation meeting with a number of cultural activists in Baghdad with the 
objective of informing them of the Group’s working plan for 2015. The Group also seeks to 
hold several press conferences to discuss its plans and objectives with Iraqi cultural operators 
and artists. The Group also organised an introductory seminar to its project in the Maysan 
province in September. During the seminar, the Group extended an invitation to the 
Parliament to reconsider cultural legislation. A letter sent to the Baghdad Municipality 
proposed renaming several streets in the capital after Iraqi intellectuals. In December, the 
National Group organised a conference titled “Cultural Management in Times of Crisis”.    

 

Jordan 
In the first half of 2015, the National Group for Cultural Policy in Jordan developed a working 
plan that seeks to open a public dialogue on issues of cultural policy. The Group produced a 
survey and distributed it among artists and cultural operators with the objective of finding out 
their views on the situation of cultural policy in Jordan. It is worth noting that the Group had 
participated in two regional workshops on cultural policy, organised by Culture Med in 
Ammand and Tunis respectively. The workshops focused on improving governance in the 
cultural policy sector.   
The Group also launched a website to publish its surveys in addition several research and 
studies on cultural policy. The Group has also began working on a cultural map of Jordan.  
 

Lebanon 

The National Group for Cultural Policy in Lebanon is working to produce a detailed map of 
cultural organisations and operators in the country. The Group held several meetings to 
discuss organising a series of lectures on various topics in cultural policy in preparation for a 
larger conference in 2016. The lectures will tackle different subjects including government 
support for culture, the role of media in censorship, the role of municipalities in culture, 
festivals, arts education, and lawsuits related to culture. The National Group also launched a 
blog titled “Cultural Policy in Lebanon”. 
 

Mauritania 
The National Group for Cultural Policy in Mauritania organised six training workshops on 
cultural management in six different provinces. 72 young participants working in the arts and 
culture field benefited from the workshops. The workshops focused on cultural policy, cultural 
project planning and writing, and funding possibilities in Africa and the Arab world.  
The National Group also organised several meetings with the mayors of Nouakchott with the 
aim to develop local cultural policy.  

   
Morocco 

On the 7th of March, the Moroccan National Group for Cultural Policy organised a study group 
in Agadir titled ‘Cultural Policy and Management of Non-Material Cultural Heritage’ with the 
support of Al Mawred Al Thaqafy. Participants concluded with a number of recommendations 
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including the necessity of adopting  clear cultural policy, the need to valuate and document 
non-material cultural heritage, and the potentials of investment in non-material cultural 
heritage as an economic resource for social development. The Group also aims to hold 
discussions and awareness meetings with representatives of political parties in order to 
prioritise culture in political agendas, whether in government programmes or election 
campaigns.  

 

Palestine 
The National Group for Cultural Policy in Palestine is working on completing two research 
projects: the first is concerned with the rupture between the Palestinian Liberation 
Organisation and Hamas regarding cultural life and policy in Gaza; the second is related to the 
role of municipalities and cultural development in Palestine. In addition, the Group is 
preparing a number of other projects in collaboration with the Palestinian Ministry of Culture 
including capacity building support for self-governing organisations and building a database 
of cultural organisations and operators in Palestine. The Group also received an invitation to 
participate in a workshop organised by Med Culture, which was held in Jordan last June. The 
National Group also participated in the workshop held by UNESCO on the 2005 Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions Convention as well as in the Med Culture programme which held its 
meeting in Tunis and aims for better governance in the cultural sector.   
  

Sudan 
The Sudanese National Group for Cultural Policy was founded in 2015. The group produced a 
study and survey on the features of cultural policy in Sudan, including laws and legislation 
related to culture. The Group has also begun working on designing a nationwide campaign 
entitled Art Against War, which hopes to employ visual arts to denounce the war. 
 

Syria 
The National Group for Cultural Policy in Syria produced a document on the cultural priorities 
in the country. A large number of local cultural collaborators participated in its preparation. 
The Group also held a meeting with trainer and researcher Sarhan Ada to discuss the 
possibility of conducting a training workshop on forming alliances among Syrian cultural 
organisations, whether in the country or abroad. A report containing the workshop design, 
requirements and mechanisms will soon be published. In addition, the Group produced a 
survey of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, in collaboration with the UN. The results will be used to 
promote cultural issues in Syria. In addition, the Group started its research titled “Syrian 
Cultural Initiatives and Projects Related to Civil Movements and Democratic Change”, a survey 
that aims to produce a map of initiatives and projects that emerged and evolved with civic 
engagement in the Syrian revolution. 

 
Yemen 
Before 2015, the National Group for Cultural Policy in Yemen was planning to launch the 
second phase of a popular campaign advocating the right to culture and produce a study on 
cultural funding and governmental structures and services in Yemen. The war broke out in 
March leading to the suspension of all plans until further notice. Therefore the National Group 
has printed 16000 copies of its literature to raise awareness, launched in 2014. The Group also 
completed the first phase of a survey on the cultural situation in Yemen, specifically in relation 
to policy, legislation and constitution.  
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Useful Links 

 

Cultural Policy in the Arab Region 
Website  

http://www.arabcp.org/site/index# 

Cultural Policy Working Group in Algeria  http://gtpca.org/culturalmanagementgoetheara/ 

National Group for Cultural Policy in 
Mauritania 

https://www.facebook.com/Politiquesculturelmauritanie?fref=ts 

Cultural Rights Awareness in Yemen https://www.facebook.com/culturalrightsyemen 

Egyptian Cultural Policy http://www.egyptianculturepolicy.net/ 

Cultural Policy Monitor http://www.additiv.fr/ 

World Cultural Policy Site http://www.worldcp.org/ 

Cultural Legislations in the Arab Region  https://www.facebook.com/CultureLegislations/timeline 

Art Against War - Sudan https://www.facebook.com/Artvswarsudan/ 

National Group for Cultural Policy in Iraq  https://www.facebook.com/pages/National-Group-for-Cultural-

Policies-in-Iraq/527549470730048?sk=timeline 


