
 
Democracy call to Arab nations  

By SOMAN 
BABY 

A NEW report 
that calls for 
sweeping 
political and 
human rights 
reforms 
throughout the 
Arab world was 
released 

yesterday. The Arab Human Development Report (AHDR) 2004 was 
written by a leading group of independent Arab scholars and intellectuals. 

It analyses the pace of political change in the Arab world and strongly 
urges a rapid acceleration of democratic reform. 

The report was sponsored by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) together with the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development 
and the Arab Gulf Programme for UN development organisations. 

There are specific proposals for new regional human rights institutions, 
robust and freely elected legislatures and truly independent judiciaries.  

"The report is extremely rich and focuses on the different aspects of good 
governance in the Arab countries," said UN resident co-ordinator and 
UNDP resident representative Dr Khaled Alloush. 

He was speaking to the media following the release of the report at UN 
House, in Manama. 

This year's report is the third in a four-part series, which also covers the 
issues of gender imbalance and the empowerment of women in the 22 
Arab states, he added. 

Despite variations from country to country, the report finds that rights and 
freedoms in the Arab world remain poor. 

"With limited exceptions in some countries and certain areas, freedoms - 
particularly those of opinion, expression and creativity - are under 
pressure in most Arab countries," Dr Alloush quoted the authors as 
saying. 

The theme of this year's report is freedom and good governance. 

 

  
Dr Alloush, centre, unveils the report along with UNDP programme advisor 

Ela Chirileanu and programme analyst Ali Salman  



It concludes that Bahrain is way ahead of some other countries in the 
region in that field. 

"Bahrain's record in the area of freedom and good governance is better 
than many other countries," said Dr Alloush. 

"Bahrain has conducted legitimate elections and the civil society here is 
prospering. 

"New non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are being established on a 
regular basis." 

He added that Bahrain's media is free to criticise the government in a 
constructive way. 

"This is against conditions prevailing in some other Arab countries where 
journalists have been frequently targeted for prosecution for their opinions 
and some have been physically attacked," he added. 

The official launch of the report was done yesterday by King Abdullah of 
Jordan at a ceremony in Amman. 

It was unveiled in the presence of Assistant Secretary-General and 
Regional Bureau for Arab States director Dr Rima Hunaidi. 

The second report issued last year focused on the challenge of building a 
knowledge society in Arab countries. 

The first report, issued two years ago, outlined the most important 
development challenges facing the Arab world at the beginning of the 
third millennium. 
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On a drive for
quick money

Mandeep Singh

IssuesLocal

IHAVE been noticing some strange things in the last
few weeks whenever I have stopped at a petrol station
to fill up. At any given time, there are some young-

sters asking for ‘donations’ on some pretext or the
other and, most of the time, getting a coin or two for
their efforts.

We have had a lot of collection drives in the past,
whether they are for the Iraqi people or the
Palestinians. We have even contributed for the devas-
tation caused by the tsunami and have not once
cribbed giving something to the local charitable
organisations, for the benefit of the local community. 

But this ‘collection drive’ defies all logic and we do
not know what this is for. 

There has been no calamity anywhere in the world
recently and no appeal for donations has even gone
across.

What we would want to know is what these dona-
tions and contributions are for and who has autho-
rised them. The other question is how legal are they
and where is the money that they are collecting going?

A colleague of mine was candid enough to say that
these ‘collection drives’ are personal ‘missions’ of
some youngsters who want to make a fast buck but
the point here is that if such is the case, they should be
hauled up and this should be stopped immediately.

It is an issue of real concern if these young men are
employing such means to collect money from unsus-
pecting motorists all over the country. 

They have even become bolder and are ‘expanding’
to cover some of the Manama parking lots as well.

There should be a full investigation into this issue
and words of warning and caution should go out to
the people not to entertain such donations or contri-
butions and, in fact, report any such instance.

Though on a much larger scale, something similar
happened back in India when a popular agitation took
place many years ago and when there were hordes of
youngsters out on the streets with boxes in their
hands, getting ‘donations.’

This prompted the Government to clamp down and
detain anyone seen indulging in such activities and we
saw a swift end to the practice.

On the other hand, we must appreciate another
breed of young men who take pains to explain that
they wish to earn money by cleaning cars in parking
lots. 

That is the right spirit when they wish to work for
money, rather than get it the easy way!

The Editor 
and staff of 

Bahrain Tribune 

offer their 
condolences and 

sympathies to 

Staff Reporter 

Meena Menezes 

on the passing away 
of her father. 

May God rest his soul 
in peace.

THE United States has eased
visa policies in a new pro-
gramme to facilitate entry
requirements more efficiently
for travellers in Bahrain. New
technology-guided entry poli-
cies have been put into effect by
the Departments of State and
Homeland Security to welcome
more visitors while maintaining
a high degree of security for the
US.

US consular officers told a
Press conference yesterday
that visa issuance has been
enhanced by slashing terms of
procedure and application
waiting time. The policies
come following a “rethink-
ing” of visa procedures by US
officials to counterbalance
negative perceptions and the
confused procedures put in
effect in the immediate
months after 9/11. “We have
had a lot of changes in visa
policies over the last couple of
years after 9/11.

“Changes came in very
quickly. Some of them were
not clearly understood which
caused delay on the part of
visa applicants,” said Larilyn
Reffett, US embassy consular
officer. 

“Changes brought in a
somewhat negative percep-
tion from the public but just
last year we began to stream-
line procedures and have now
a better procedure for process-
ing more visas.

“This will enable everyone

to do things more quickly and
more efficiently,” she said, cit-
ing that the embassy has been
receiving a “rush of applica-
tions” for this summer. The
US embassy is also keen to
enforce the easing of visa
requirements for students and
businessmen in eager antici-
pation of the full ratification
and implementation of the
Bahrain-US free trade agree-
ment this year. Visa applica-
tions can now be facilitated
within a day.

Consular officers also
announced that all visa forms
can now be located on line at
http://evisaforms.state.gov,
saving time and unnecessary
visits to the embassy. All
applicants for visas must
appear in person at the
embassy to submit documents
and be interviewed by a con-
sular officer.

The consular officers said
the time necessary for visa
issuance has diminished with
the use of new biometrics

technology. “Most Bahraini
applicants for tourist or busi-
ness visas are issued on the
same day. 

“Student visas are issued
upon presentation of the right
documents and when every-
thing has been verified that
they will study in the US,”
said consular officer Rebecca
A. Fong.

“Policies are part of a
rethinking process. We are
doing away with every policy
related to 9/11 that was found
to be hindering travel to the
US,” Reffett said. 

According to the rules, chil-
dren under 14 do not get fin-
ger scanned. They will under-
go the facial identification or
recognition test that takes 24
hours to process.

Student visas can be issued
no sooner than 90 days prior
to the starting date of course-
work and as indicated on the
I-20 form from the academic
institution concerned. 

Once the visa is issued, the

student may enter the US not
more than 30 days in advance
of studies.

The visa application fee
remains $100 which is non-
refundable. The US govern-
ment hopes to welcome more
foreign students this year. US
embassy officials said little
problem has been encoun-
tered from Bahraini applicants
for student visas. Most of
them, they say, are issued
visas on the same day.

According to the US
embassy, 31,852 foreign stu-
dents in the US were from the
Middle East in academic year
2003-04. A total of 444 stu-
dents are Bahrainis, including
348 taking undergraduate pro-
grammes. Ninety or 20 per
cent of the Bahraini students
are taking graduate pro-
grammes – the biggest num-
ber of students from the
Middle East. A total of 601
Bahraini students were in the
US in the academic year
2001-02, and 451 in 2002-03.

THE Arabian Gulf University (AGU) signed on Monday a mem-
orandum of understanding with Al Maktoom Institute for Arab and
Islamic Studies in Scotland. AGU President Dr Rafi’ah Abeed
Ghabbash and institute manager Dr Abdulfatah Al Awisi signed the
cooperation agreement on the university campus. The institute’s
general secretary Mohammed Rafee Al Ghanem and AGU offi-
cials were present.

Al Ghanem said the MoU would contribute to enhancing
higher education teaching in both institutions. He promised to
provide support for AGU to reach the MoU goals, stressing the
positive effect of the agreement in the development of the insti-
tute’s Islamic and Arabic literature missions.

The MoU is part of the keenness of both institutions on
human resource development in the region. It comes as part of
the important role of non-profit and educational organisations in
achieving sustainable social and economical growth in the Arab
world. The memo aims to support scientific research and
enhance the educational movement. It also focuses on the eval-
uation of higher education systems with emphasis on policy-
making, the quality of education and the enhancement of the
capacity of AGU in terms of training for teachers. Dr Ghabbash
said they could benefit from each other’s experiences for the
betterment of services for higher education students. 

US eases visa procedures for Bahrain travellers

US officials with journalists yesterday. Picture – Hameed Jaffar

By Titus Filio

BAHRAIN measures up well
against a set of indices used
by the Third Arab Human
Development Report for 2004
(AHDR) to measure progress
in three key sectors – access
to knowledge, freedom and
women’s empowerment.

According to UNDP
Resident Representative, Dr
Khalid Alloush, the
Kingdom has registered
progress by having a legiti-
mately elected parliament, a
civil society that is prosper-
ing through the establish-
ment of NGOs and social
and cultural bodies, a Press
that is relatively free and a
judiciary that is recognised
for being even-handed.

However, the report,
whose findings were largely
based on research done in
five other countries
(Morocco, Lebanon,
Algeria, Jordan and
Palestine) said Arab democ-
ratic institutions as a whole
have “...become stripped of
their original purpose to
uphold freedom” and that
most Arab rulers and politi-
cal parties “...have selective-
ly appropriated Islam to sup-
port and perpetuate their
rule.” Dr Alloush said
Bahrain had not been
approached to provide infor-
mation although the
Kingdom’s efforts to make
headway in the three key
areas of development had
been noted.

“However, some of the
information has been dated
by later developments – for
example, Bahrain is referred
to as having one woman
minister when the Kingdom
has elected a second one
since then,” he said.

The report, released on

Tuesday under UN auspices,
said most reforms were
“embryonic and fragmen-
tary” and did not amount to a
serious effort to end repres-
sion in the region, which has
some of the world’s most
authoritarian governments.

The US, which says it
aims to promote democracy
in the region, contributed to
an international context that
hampered progress through
its policy towards Israel, its
actions in Iraq and security
measures affecting Arabs,
the report said.

Both the US and Egyptian
governments criticised parts
of an early draft of the
report, leading to a dispute
that held up its release for at
least three months.

The report, which covers
the year from October 2003,
was written before elections
in Iraq and street protests in
Lebanon that the Bush
administration has cited as
evidence of change.

Rima Khalaf, the senior
UNDP official who presided
over the intellectuals and
reformers who wrote the
report, said Arab states had
to embark on reforms that
expanded public freedom.

To do nothing would
deepen the imbalance in the

distribution of power and
wealth, and “lead some to
perpetrate more violence
and deepen internal con-
flicts”, she said.

The most controversial
sections described the Israeli
occupation of Palestinian
territory and the occupation
of Iraq by the US and its
allies as violations of free-
dom and obstacles to devel-
opment. The report said
occupation of Arab land had
given governments an
excuse to postpone democ-
ratisation, forced Arab
reformers to divert energy
away from reform and
strengthened groups that
advocate violence.

Following the American
and Egyptian objections, the
UN Development
Programme (UNDP) decid-
ed to put the report out under
its logo, with a disclaimer in
the preface.

“Some of the views
expressed by the authors are
not shared by UNDP or the
UN ... (But) this report clear-
ly reflects a very real anger
and concern felt across the
region,” wrote Mark
Malloch Brown, UNDP
Administrator at the time it
was written.

In explaining why the

report was based on findings
in five specific Arab coun-
tries, Dr Alloush said the
research work had been out-
sourced to a private firm and
financial constraints had
limited the number of coun-
tries researched.

“Egypt responded too late
to be included and Kuwait
sent in its findings after the
deadline,” he said, “In some
other Arab countries, the
governments did not encour-
age such research.”

Bahrain had not been
approached to contribute to
the study although there are
some passing references to
the Kingdom’s progress.

“Despite laudable efforts
to promote the status of
women, success remains
limited” said the report,
“Greater progress is required
in women’s political partici-
pation, in changes to person-
al status laws, in the integra-
tion of women in develop-
ment and in the right of a
woman married to a foreign
husband to transmit her citi-
zenship to her children. 

“The inability of existing
legislation to protect women
from domestic violence or
violence on the part of the
state and society is another
deficit area. Violence against

women peaks in areas of
armed conflict, especially in
Sudan, Somalia and Iraq.”

The report also pointed
out that migrant workers in
“oil-producing Arab states”
including Arab workers, suf-
fer certain forms of discrim-
ination according to interna-
tional standards. 

“The most notorious cases
stem from the ‘guarantor
system’ and the abuse of
domestic servants, chiefly
women,” said the report,
referring to the system of
sponsoring domestic helpers
and locking them into con-
tracts. “The ‘war on terror’
has cut into many Arab free-
doms ... An unfortunate by-
product in some countries
has been that Arabs are
increasingly the victims of
stereotyping, disproportion-
ately harassed or detained
without cause,” it said. “The
fact that some Western coun-
tries ... have taken steps
widely perceived to be dis-
criminatory and repressive,
has weakened the position of
those reformers calling for
Arab governments ... to
change their course.” 

Dr Alloush emphasised
that the report did not grade
countries or compare one
country with another.

Rather, he said, the report
should be seen as a combi-
nation report card and blue-
print for the future. It sys-
tematically surveys the pace
of political change in the
Arab world and strongly
urges a rapid acceleration of
democratic reform with spe-
cific proposals for new
regional human rights insti-
tutions, robust and freely
elected legislatures and truly
independent judiciaries. 

The report noted an
increase in activity by civic
groups pressing for changes
inside Arab countries, some
reform initiatives by Arab
governments, some
improvements in education
and some empowerment of
women in the Arab world.

But it added: “There is a
near-complete consensus
that there is a serious failing
in the Arab world, and that
this is located specifically in
the political sphere ...

“Disaster can be averted.
The alternative is to pursue
an historic, peaceful and
deep process of negotiated
political alternation ... The
desired outcome is a redistri-
bution of power within Arab
societies, restoring sover-
eignty to its rightful owners,
the vast majority of people
in the Arab world.”

“As a next step, the report,
which was released yester-
day in Amman, will be cir-
culated among Bahraini
intellectuals, NGOs, govern-
ment bodies, political par-
ties, parliamentarians and
civil societies so that we can
initiate discussion on the
findings,” Dr Alloush said.
“We hope the move will put
the focus clearly on how
best the Arab world can bet-
ter its progress report for the
next year.”

Arab HDR report praises
Kingdom’s achievements

Dr Alloush addressing the Press yesterday.

By Meera Ravi

THE health insurance for
expatriates proposal will be
modified before it is submitted
again to the Shura Council, the
Health Undersecretary, Dr
Aziz Hamza, said yesterday.

He said “minor changes”
will benefit the the expatriate
population and the ministry.

The proposal was last
week reportedly finalised by
the committee charged with
drafting it at the ministry and
submitted to Shura for dis-
cussion on Monday. “We
have taken note of some of
the suggestions put forward
by council members and con-
cluded that they should be
incorporated,” he said. “We
will take about a week to
modify the draft and make
some additions and deletions,
as the case might be, and re-
submit it in a week.” Dr
Hamza said the proposal
would probably be taken up

for discussion sometimes
towards the middle of this
month.

He said a comprehensive
study on compulsory health
insurance for all residents,
starting with expatriates, is
continuing. “When imple-
mented, this will give all res-
idents the flexibility to
choose their doctors and
health institutions depending

on what they think is good,
without hurting their pocket.” 

Dr Hamza said they would
want anyone living in
Bahrain to register under the
scheme. “All registered
physicians will  be free to
practise anywhere, and
patients will have the free-
dom to choose their doctors
and health centres.”

He said the scheme would
encourage the private sector
to increase its investment in
health services. “Sharing by
the community in the cost of
health services for individu-
als and improved cost aware-
ness and accountability by
service providers are also
among advantages.” 

He said the Prime
Minister’s interest in the mat-
ter has expedited things. “We
are keen that this is imple-
mented as soon as possible
since it will save us a lot of
unnecessary problems in the
immediate and long run.”

Expat health insurance
proposal to be modified

By Mandeep Singh

Dr Hamza

AGU signs accord
on Islamic studies


