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Reality and Expectations
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Executive Summary

Mohammed Abdel Aziz"¥

Introduction:

This report will present an analytical review of the activities of
the Arab Workshop on Civil Society in Arab Countries and its Role in
Reform...Reality and Expectations. This workshop is the final one in a
series of workshops connected to the “Regional Project on Human
Rights and Development in the Arab World”. The Workshop was held
on June 21 and 22 2004 at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, and was
organized by the Arab Organization for Human Rights, the UNDP, the
UNHCHR and with the participation of the Bibliotheca Forum for
Reform. The Workshop was well attended, 81 male and female
participants from 16 Arab countries were present, they represented
12 branches of civil society’s activities, a group of experts and
intellectuals in different related fields also attended the workshop, as
well as observers from some Arab and foreign embassies, and from
concerned international organizations.

The Workshop focused on developing and activating
institutions of civil society following the changes that occurred in the
state’s role within the context of globalization, and after the state
relinquished its social roles and transferred their brunt to institutions
of civil society. The Workshop attempted to devise a strategy to
support the work of these institutions, through four main axes:

The real role of the civil society in Arab countries and
the changes that affected this reality.

The role of institutions of civil society in this changing
reality

Problems of performance, whether they are connected
to organizations or their work environment.

Explore gateways to reform and study the Alexandria
Document as a model of the desired reform.

YResearcher in the Arab Organization for Human Rights — Workshop
rapporteur
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Mr.Mohammed Fayek, Secretary General of the Arab
Organization for Human Rights, presided the opening session, which
was attended by Mr. Taher El Masry, Commissioner for Civil Society in
the Arab League, Dr. Amin Mekky Madani, Regional Representative of
the UNHCHR, Dr. Adel Abdel Latif, Coordinator of the UNDP Regional
Program, and Ambassador Taher Khalifa, representative of the
Bibliotheca.

All opening speeches agreed that institutions of civil society
are a main partner in reform, and that reform has become a pressing
and urgent demand, they also agreed that reform should be
accomplished at the hands of participants in the region, and that all
Arab countries, regardless of their level of development, are asked to
carry reforms. Speeches warned that if civil society failed to fill the
void resulting from the state relinquishing some of its duties, would
lead to extremism and terrorism.

The Factual civil society in Arab countries

The First Axis discussed “The Factual Civil Society in Arab
Countries” and Dr. Mohamed Baker El Najjar, Professor at Bahrain
University presented a working paper entitled “Civil Society in the
Arab Nation: a Reality that needs Reform”, in which he pointed that it
was difficult to find a civil society independent from the state in the
Arab region, and capable of influencing it or of imposing its will or
wishes. Dr. El Najjar thought that requirements for the work of civil
society could be summarized in a democracy capable of development,
based on the presence of effective political parties as well as on
rotation of power. Therefore Arab countries should work to apply
democracy, especially that freedom to organize such institutions
reflects the margin of freedom and the nature of the current political
order.

Dr.El Najjar explained that institutions of civil society in the
Arab nation are modern institutions in shape and content, meaning
they adopt innovative and contemporary concepts, and operate in a
social and economic space typically varied and complex. For example,
the social space in Lebanon, Egypt, and North Africa in general is
typically spacious and flexible; the social space in the Gulf and the
Arab Peninsula is very conservative.

The paper divided Arab countries into three groups, in relation
to freedoms to organize and to the extent; institutions of civil society
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are vitally active. The first group has ample space for civic work,
while in the second group civic institutions are an extension of the
state authority, and in this case traditional and religious forces are
capable of filling these institutions void, finally countries in the third
group are similar to countries in the second group, but the difference
is that civic institutions in the countries of this group are newly
created.

The writer linked institutions performing benevolent
or care work and offering support to Islamic forces and
groups, who carry terrorist acts in Arab countries or in the
West, putting them under suspicion of supporting terrorism.
Some of these institutions were put on the list of countries
and organizations accused of supporting international
terrorism, which forced the governments that appoint the
institutions board of directors and consider them to be
playing a complementary role to the state functions, to
change the institutions board of directors or to indefinitely
suspend their activities.

The paper concluded that in spite of the great number of
institutions and their diverse activities, they still remain incapable of
instigating reform, and that this might be due to the non-conciliatory
nature of Arab political systems, or to a few organizations being
occupied with an internal power struggle, or to the nature of official
legislation, in addition to insufficient funding. The paper linked the
future development of civil society to the extent and areas of change,
whether in the intellect or performance of the elite controlling the
Arab political system, as real change does not occur except when the
nation belongs to all people, when the state is a public concern, and
when modernizing its institutions is a duty.

Mr.Mahmoud Mourad, Deputy Editor in Chief of EI Ahram
Newspaper, commented on the paper stressed that we should not
compare Arab reality with western societies, due to the wide
difference in political development between them. Mr. Mourad also
said that the movement of civil society is tied to the level of political
freedom, even to freedom in general within a society, and explained
that Arab society’s novelty in relation to time is incorrect, as there are
institutions that have been working for more than 100 years, and had
played a role in unifying some Arab countries, other institutions also
contributed in the establishment of some political parties in other
countries, and played a role in preserving the Arab identity. Mr.
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Mourad asked that studies of specific cases be conducted, and that
work instruments and suggestions be developed to promote these
institutions.

Discussions started around the concept of civil society, some
of the participants called for the need to overcome the conceptual
difference that will never end or lead to a definite result. They also
expressed their belief that there is no strong society without a strong
state, that civil society is not always a positive matter and the state is
not also always a negative one, as they complement each other.
Some participants mentioned the Iragi example, where the state was
weak and fragile, leading all state’s institutions to collapse at the first
real confrontation, and where traditional religious and tribal
institutions became the alternative.

Some participants considered the idea of citizenry to be the
main access to building the state that bypasses the hurdle of narrow
ethnicities, and will flow into the column of supporting the work of all
state institutions, as the issue of building a state is one of the pivotal
issues, which should precede the talk about any reform.

Some participants considered post - independence
governments responsible for institutions of civil society weak
performance, they pointed that studies of the status of some of these
institutions showed that they had played a major role during the
occupation era, but that following independence national
governments had greatly undermined their work.

Some participants spoke of the fact that freedoms are not the
unique conclusive factor in increasing institutions of civil society
effectiveness, but that numerous economic and social factors also
play a role.

Some participants pointed that Arab governments have no
problems with institutions that offer services, but the problem was
with institutions that try to influence at the political level, making the
main problem a security problem, because governments look at every
critic as a dissident.

A group asked for the differentiation between what is political,
what is partisan and what is association-related, as associations do
not present themselves as a replacement for authority unlike parties.
A trend appeared demanding reform occur at the level of institutions
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of civil society, due the corruption in some of them and the idea that
authority in some of them should be hereditary.

There was a difference of opinion about the bounds of
citizenry and nationalism; the first opinion considers that we should
switch from speaking about nationalism to speaking about citizenry,
while the other considers that there is no contradiction between
them.

The Role of institutions of civil society in a changing reality

The second axis discussed “The Role of Institutions of Civil
Society in a Changing Reality” and Dr. Mostafa Kamel El Sayed,
Director of the Center for Research and Studies of Developing
Countries at Cairo University presented a working paper entitled “Civil
Society in the Arab Nation...Features of Change since the Second Gulf
War, and Observations regarding its Various Roles”. Dr. El Sayed
clarified that he chose the end of the 2" Gulf War in February 1991
as the starting point, because the change that occurred in Gulf
countries was the most important in the Arab world, although change
was limited in Saudi Arabia and greater in Bahrain.

The paper presented a procedural definition of the concept of
civil society considering it to be “all what is not within the state
institutions”, meaning all that is not part of the governmental order,
including religious, tribal and sectarian institutions, and excluding
political parties due to the fact that they might participate in
governing.

The writer dismissed the idea that there were institutions of
civil society in the aforementioned sense in Arab countries for the
following reasons: there are no limits or restrictions on the arbitrary
use of power by the state to limit citizens’ basic freedoms, the right
to organize is restricted for specific social and political groups, and
society does not accept the right to differ.

The paper classified institutions of civil society into four
groups; the classification was based on the institutions level of
development, and mentioned some of the institutions characteristics:

- Elitism, which cropped up on various occasions during
the workshop, because most citizens do not belong to
any institutions of civil society, as they are either
farmers or poor city dwellers and part of what is called
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the unofficial sector, which is not represented in
institutions of civil society.

- The presence of a superimposition between some
official leaderships and institutions of civil society.

- If what is meant by civil is to distinguish between what
is civilian and what is religious, currently many
institutions in society are under the leadership of
people affiliated to the Islamic trend.

- The last characteristic, which presents an important
problem is the disparity in the distribution of political
resources within institutions of civil society, and is a
reflection of the nature of the new forces in society,
this is the reason businessmen’s institutions and
Islamic institutions became prominent because they
are the most influential civil institutions.

The paper warned that the relation between democratic
evolution and the appearance of institutions of civil society is
complex, but any development, no matter how insignificant, towards
democracy allows institutions to emerge and evolve. Likewise any
development in women'’s status in Bahrain, Oman and Qatar is one of
the prominent signs of the expansion of civil society, developments
included women's participation in local and regional elections, as both
voters and candidates, and by the appointment of women to
ministerial posts in all three countries.

The paper also explained that one of the most outstanding
contribution of Gulf countries has been to open new horizons for Arab
information byway of satellite channels like El Jezira, which had
numerous problems with various Arab states due to the nature of the
issues the channel discusses. El Arabeya is another satellite channel
that shared with El Jezira the United States wrath during the war on
Irag, to the point where correspondents of both channels were
targeted more than once by allied troops.

The paper advocated the priority of interior factors over
foreign factors in motivating institutions of civil society, and
mentioned that the state chose to develop this sector as a defensive
measure after the level of education became higher especially in Gulf
countries, and after governments ability to pay citizens to buy their
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loyalty decreased, or in an attempt to gain a new legitimacy after the
governments’ legitimacy became shaky. While in other countries
changes came at the beginning of a new reign to distance the new
era from policies of the previous rule, policies that had generated a
great deal of anger among citizens.

The paper pointed the negative effect of foreign factors on
the movement of institutions of civil society, especially Islamic
institutions.

The paper also spoke of two important developments
witnessed by Arab societies, the first was the appearance of new
activists like human rights and environmental organizations, the
second was the acceleration of the movement and activities of the
growing civil society, as well as the use of new and innovative
instruments to mobilize citizens.

The paper examined the effect of various Arab calls for
reform, and asked governments to go beyond talking about reform to
actually carrying reforms.

The paper demonstrated that institutions of civil society
operate in a totally unsuitable environment, they do not get sufficient
funding, they face administrative and legal complications, they are
subjected to repression by security authorities, and they face a
culture that does not encourage participation. Therefore it is
imperative to devise way to activate these organizations work, for
example to develop the relation with citizens by adopting a speech
they understand, to stress that part of these organizations role is
complementary to the government role, to cooperate with similar
organizations and build on the common factor even in the presence
of competition, to consolidate ties between Arab organizations and
organizations in countries of the South, as well as organizations
working in similar fields in developed countries, and to increase the
performance level of organizations employees by reinforcing their
skills and by constant training.

Mr. Ezz Eldin El Asbahy, Director of the Human Rights Center
for Training and Rehabilitation in Yemen, commented on this paper
and pointed that there are basic traits that should be found in any
institution of civil society, which are: effectiveness, achievement,
transparency, participation, moral and ethical commitment of
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institutions employees, in addition to social acceptance of said
institutions.

Mr. El Asbahy had two observations, the first is related to the
fact that the changes that occurred in some Arab countries ruling
institutions and the presence of a margin of democracy, did not
basically mean an evolution in institutions of civil society, the second
observation is that the spread of violence cannot necessarily lead to
the shrinkage of the role of civil society as in Algeria and Somalia,
where the state is totally absent, but where there are a great number
of institutions of civil society.

Mr. El Asbahy added that there are a number of challenges
that cannot be disregarded, like for example legal challenges
represented by recognition and legitimacy, cultural challenges as the
concept of civil culture and accepting the other is still absent,
challenges at the level of funding, challenges at the organizational
level and related to institutional structure.

The commentator presented a concept of what institutions of
civil society can do, like support development efforts, open legitimate
channels for popular participation and help develop democracy,
because these institutions should be primary schools for developing
democracy, contribute to concretizing the concept of citizenry, and
activate social relations and create institutional frameworks that
transcend tribal relations.

Discussion showed a big disparity in the controversy of the
relationship between internal and external, two directions emerged,
the first agreed with the researcher’s idea that internal factors are
more important, while the other considered that without external
pressures governments would not have taken a step towards giving
civil institutions a bigger role, or would not have even talked about
reform.

Some participants pointed that the development occurring in
the Gulf region cannot be due to these countries inability to grant big
incentives to their citizens, but that there is a state of general
awareness that has become the main motivator for demanding that
institutions of civil society play a bigger role.

Other participants expressed the need of bridging the gap
between legal texts and actual reality, and of accompanying any real
reform with a legislative reform that would take into consideration
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details of each country social map, so that institutions are not
threatened with closure any time they have a confrontation with the
government.

Some participants pointed to the importance of institutions of
civil society being free from national society patriarchal authorities,
from the state despotic authority, and from religious dictatorial
authority.

Other participants explained that Arab countries have to go
along with changes and challenges of good governance based on
transparency, separation of authorities, women'’s rights, and judicial
reform.

Institutions of civil society in both Iraqg and Palestine were
discussed, in the case of Iraq where all institutions of civil society had
disappeared, which proves the fragility of these institutions, while in
the case of Palestine when state institutions disappeared, a strong
civil society managed to present an alternative for the state,
performing some of its functions especially in distribution.

The call continued to change of the hegemony of the elitist
thought over institutions of civil society, and to reform some of the
institutions that suffer from corruption, dictatorship, and authority
alter ego.

Some participants spoke about institutions of civil society
efforts in reform, and considered efforts to achieve reform as
genuine, like ideas presented by the Alexandria document, which has
become a recognized document and cannot be considered a semi-
democratic phenomenon.

Performance-related problems

The Third Axis discussed “Performance-Related Problems
Resulting from this Reality, whether in Connection with Civil
Institutions or their Work Environment”, through 2 working papers.
The first paper was prepared by El Habib Belccouche, Director of the
Center for Information, Formation and Documentation for Human
Rights in Morocco, on “Performance-Related Problems in
Organizations of Civil Society...A Study of the Case of Human Rights
Organizations”, while the second was prepared by Mohsen Awad,
Assistant Secretary General of the Arab Organization for Human
Rights, and complemented the first paper, by giving details of some
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issues that were briefly discussed in the first paper, and looking
beyond human rights organizations.

The first paper presented a number of problems related to
the work of human rights organizations, the problems were centered
around the organizations difficult creation, the fact that human rights
organizations are a novelty in the Arab world as the oldest
organization in the region dates back to less than 30 years, in
addition the organizations creation is linked to continued presence of
legal restrictions in various forms.

The paper also examined the problem of elitist and popular,
and pointed that human rights organization are elitist in their
structure, administration and expertise but popular in their services
and their interaction with current issues. The dilemma of the
relationship between the politician and the human rights activist was
also discussed, as there are negative effects when the human rights
activist submits to a political agenda in dealing with current issues.

The paper highlighted the fact that the common factor among
various institutions is a weak concept of “professionalism”, which
might affect performance and mobilization of energies and resources
whether at the level of expertise, funding or action, required for the
human rights act to be beneficial to the state general policy.

The paper also examined the problem of funding as one of
the pillars of institutional work, the paper pointed that the state
usually did not provide the funds required by such institutions, and
that institutions might resort to foreign funding from sources which
match their agendas, but in many cases foreign funding is not free of
political considerations.

The paper pointed to problems related to administration and
management, and spoke of difficulties related to organizations
holding their periodical meetings, and to some problems related to
change in leadership, which might be explained by the lack of an
adequate leadership structure. The paper connected this problem
with financial difficulties, which might reflect on professional
performance in administrative management and in organizing
programs. The paper also discussed the difficulty of combining
professionalism and voluntarism, and how this might result in
technocrats controlling civil work.
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The second paper in this axis discussed three crucial
subjects, including distortions resulting from legal restrictions, and
pointed out that restrictions, which limit the establishment of
organizations, lead to the appearance of a “haphazard civil society”
and forced many human rights organizations and research centers to
abandon the restricted formula of civic associations for other legal
formulas.

The second subject discussed the issue of funding, the paper
pointed that there is little funding and contributions, in spite of the
presence of three main sources of funding: governmental support,
which is usually offered to organizations working in the fields of
health and development, support offered by society to non-
governmental organizations and which is connected to legislations
that do not support this trend, while there is a limited number of
donor social institutions, the third source is the controversial foreign
funding, which most Arab countries subject to stringent conditions.
The paper relayed the ongoing debate within these organizations
about funding, as some see its benefit and the fact that it does not
affect their agendas, while other think that it has an overall negative
effect, and that it comes appended with undisclosed conditions. The
paper presented a number of suggestions in regard to this matter.

The third subject discussed by the paper is related to building
and supporting capabilities at the level of training, information
systems, information, communication systems, or assessment of
performance and measuring effect. The paper stressed the
importance of training as one of the pillars of developing
organizations of civil society efficiency, and mentioned the multitude
of sources and institutions offering training, but focused on how
much do organizations benefit from expertise acquired by trainees, as
well as the lack of training in some particular fields.

In the field of information and work technologies, the paper
warned of the dangerous problem resulting from the monopoly of
information at the regional level, from bureaucratic handling of
official information and their negative effect on the performance of
institutions of civil society, especially institutions working in the field
of research and development, the paper spoke in details about
information problems related to human rights. The paper called for
supporting efforts aiming to concretize approved standards for
evaluation and measuring effect.
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Dr. Reema El Sabban, Professor at the UAE University, offered
a number of observations when she commented on the two papers.
Dr. El Sabban considered that foreign funding constituted a main
element in the three-sided equation: the state, civil society and the
exterior, within the framework of our relationship with the exterior,
whether as institutions of civil society or as countries, we should
concentrate on the concept of the people’s right, and develop a
speech centered on the logic of rights and not just self-defense.

Speaking of reform, Dr. ElI Sabban demanded that Arab
women obtain all their rights, especially their political rights, and the
right to give their children their own nationality in order for the
concept of global citizenry to be confirmed.

Dr. El Sabban explained that there are no Arab organizations
capable of developing a stand towards attacks carried on Arab
people, and in case such organizations exist their attempts are always
individual, she also invited Arab organizations to abandon narrow
frameworks and establish pressure groups that would have greater
ability to influence.

Dr. ElI Sabban wanted a definition of the relation between
what is religious and what is civil in Arab countries, especially after
the idea of separation of the religious and the civil became
unmarketable in European circles, and religion is obviously present in
numerous institutions.

Dr. El Sabban disagreed with the idea that privatization and
the new bourgeoisie can strengthen civil society, she gave as an
example the Gulf region where there is a liberal economy, private
businesses and all the manifestations of globalization, but this did not
help develop existing institutions, and did not help create new
effective institutions. Dr. El Sabban warned of the danger of free
trade zones on national labor.

Discussions highlighted numerous opinions, like the need to
replace the concept of funding by the concept of resources,
considering that resources include voluntarism and money, and that
voluntarism can be a very important resource.

Some participants pointed to the danger of not recognizing
the negative elements in society’s culture, and of imposing sanctity
on legacy, and of hiding behind specificity in dealing with democracy,
because democratic principles are standardized and unchanging.
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The issue of elitism occupied a big part of the discussions, a
majority agreed about El Habib Balccouche’s opinion on the matter.
Some participants spoke of the problems related to inability to work
in a collective manner, within a framework of coordination to form a
so-called “pressure lobby” to serve some organizations’ interests.

Some participants explained that human rights-related
international agreements had not been imposed on Arab countries, as
Arab and Islamic countries had participated in the discussions
preceding their adoptions, and even participated in the drafting.

Everyone agreed that private free trade zones were
dangerous, and some participants explained that such zones were out
of the boundaries of institutions of civil society, but if there are strong
labor unions they should be able to amend the way governments deal
with free zones, and with the negative effects that might result from
them.

Some participants presented the idea of creating an
observatory for Arab civil society that would be in charge of
accountability, assessment, and overall review after some cases of
corruption came to light.

Gateways to reform...The Alexandria document as a model

This Fourth axis discussed “Gateways to Reform through
studying the Alexandria Document as a Model for the Desired
Reform”, through a paper presented by Dr. Mohsen Youssef Amin,
Secretary General of the Arab Reform Forum in the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina and one of the contributors to the Document. In his
introduction Dr. Amin pointed that the document represented the
efforts of 160 experts and intellectuals from 18 Arab countries, that it
was one of the most prominent signs on the road to reform, and that
the road was open to any other contributions. He stressed that the
Document was not produced by one person, was not the expression
of a governmental directive, and was preceded by numerous
meetings and conferences.

Dr. Amin pointed to how the Document was reflected in the
press, as all newspapers no matter how different were their views
agreed on certain points, the most important was that Arab societies
are in need of a deep and comprehensive reform at both the regional
and country level, that reform should cross the boundaries of
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theoretical thinking to real application, that this document was an
Arab reform paper that put an end to plans for reform that foreign
powers want to impose in order to control our region, and that finally
reform has to stem from a national self-will.

Therefore the Alexandria Document is unique relative to
direction for implementation, because it is both an intellectual and
practical document stemming from within, and because it could
influence the G8 document on reform in Arab countries.

Dr. Amin explained that criticism that was directed at the
Document had been taken into consideration, and that continuous
dialogues were carried, both inside and outside Egypt, to complete
the national view on reform. Dr. Amin also said that the time has
come for civil society to contribute in a positive manner in the reform
process, and that the Document provided an incentive for Arab
governments to communicate with civil society.

The paper presented an important question: “what after the
Alexandria Document?” This matter requires a mechanism for
implementation or supervision, and setting-up a work program, this
started in a number of fields:

- To form following mechanisms that rely on civil
society, like the Forum for Arab Reform, setting up an
Arab network on the Internet, and forming a
committee to monitor work.

- To establish a social observatory, which relies partially
on working electronically and partially on studies and
reports.

- To practice democratic work in every step.

The paper pointed to a number of conferences and workshops
that were held in different countries within the framework on the
Forum for Arab Reform, and were related to freedom of expression,
education reform, freedom of thought, and economic reform; the
conferences were held in cooperation with local organizations in each
country.

Three participants commented on this paper: the first was El
Sayed Yassin, Advisor to the Ahram Center for Political and Strategic
Studies, who mentioned earlier efforts in the Arab reform process and
the continuous self-criticism by all members of the Arab political
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spectrum, all these efforts concluded that democracy is the key to
future development, while the latest American and western
invitations were shallow documents because they ignored historical
and social differences between unconnected regions.

Mr. Yassin wanted the Arab nation to go beyond the
Alexandria Document, and to consider the main goal to be turning
demands included in the Document into social and political operations
based on a definite strategic view. Mr. Yassin thought it was
imperative to know and categorize the social powers that lead change
and reform, and to also define democratic strategies to deal with
people who fight change, and then to follow this by an assessment
with markers for success and failure.

Mr. Yassin stressed that democracy according to reform
operations relies on three factors: basic freedom in all its parameters
taken from liberalism, social justice taken from socialism, where the
focus is on equality and equal opportunities, and finally traditional
nobility, which respects the common aspects in all religions, and the
values of tolerance connected to religious beliefs. Mr. Yassin
explained that all this can only be achieved by devising a new social
contract between the state and its citizens, this would rely on
following-up on the current growth of institutions of civil society, and
escalation of planned operations for change in political, economic,
social and cultural fields.

The second commentator was Dr. Ossama Ghazaly Harb,
Editor in Chief of the International Policy Magazine, who pointed that
the Alexandria Document in most parts had undeniably reacted to
external pressures and challenges, and that the pressures were
international and not just American or Western. In Dr. Harb’s opinion
this was nothing to be ashamed of, but that disregarding such
pressures would have been really disgraceful, especially that there
are widespread elements of weakness in Arab society, and we have
to acknowledge their presence, work to correct them, and transcend
wrong perception of heritage and religion.

Dr. Harb considered the Alexandria Document to be in tune
with the basic concepts of political and economic freedom, and that
criticism of the Document was centered around two issues:
generalization, which is correct, but the Document was drafted with
the idea that it was for all Arab countries and should be wide-
ranging, while the second criticism was instigated by personal factors,
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specific to individuals who had not been invited to attend the
discussions that preceded the Document declaration, therefore it is
important and necessary to publish all the works of this Workshop.
Dr. Harb drew attention to the importance of making use of the
Alexandria Document to achieve the purpose for which it was written.

The third commentator was Dr. Samir Radwan, Executive
Director of the Forum for Economic Research. Dr. Radwan
concentrated on the economic aspect, explaining that the inability of
Arab economies to absorb the increase in work force and the rise of
unemployment was caused by the low growth rate of Arab economies
in relation to the population growth rate, weak investments whether
local or foreign, and the fact that Arab products have weak
competitive capabilities on external markets. The rate of
unemployment rose to 18%, which is one of the highest in the world,
while unemployment among young people reaches 30 to 40%. In
view of all the aforementioned, we have to understand that we will
pay a very high price if we do not carry economic reforms, and Arab
countries cannot bear the cost of this inaction.

Dr. Radwan pointed that the Alexandria Document offered
broad outlines to increase the growth rate to 6 or 7% for a period of
10 to 15 years, but that the growth is tied to a surge in investment,
to the establishment of institutions that consecrate the growth
process, and to the level of skill of Arab workers, which is lower than
other working forces in many regions of the world.

Comments pointed that Arab integration should be based on
common interests between countries, and pointed to the danger of
devising Arab economic policies outside the Arab nation and slightly
amending them before applying them locally, thus it is imperative to
devise an economic strategy at both the regional and country level.

During the discussions some participants questioned the
reasons for the failure of strategies of Arab work, and what were the
guarantees that would prevent its recurrence?

Some participants asked for the initiation of a serious dialogue
between the state and institutions of civil society, so that the creation
of a social observatory or holding working groups and workshops
would not be in vain.

Others explained that focusing on civil society, as a
homogeneous mass is incorrect, because some institutions of civil
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society oppose the idea of reform, or at least are not interested in it.
There are contemporary institutions, mainly human rights
organizations, inclined to change the reality, to fight poverty and to
defend women'’s rights, while on the other side there are institutions
of civil society that adopt the idea of traditional benevolent work,
through a direct relation between the donor and the receiver, most of
the latter institutions are religiously affiliated, whether Islamic or
Christian.

Others affirmed that political reform is the main reform, which
has social, cultural, and economic facets that affect the relation of the
state with society, while some participants asked for more
consideration for youth and women.

The last axis discussed “The Role of Civil Society in Reform”,
the topic was introduced by four speakers, the presentations spoke of
supporting civil society, its relationship with the state, and the
international community, and finally possible working mechanisms.

Dr. Azmy Bishara spoke about supporting civil society, and
pointed that speech should not be limited to associations because this
was a huge conceptual mistake, as in most Arab countries no civil
society can create itself outside the boundaries of the state, and that
it is difficult to speak of reform without the presence of democratic
parties that offer themselves as substitutes for the current authority.

Dr. Bishara pointed to the importance of pushing the ruling
elite to view reform as a matter of self-interest, and in this context
we should differentiate between talking about reform and interest in
carrying reform.

Dr. Bishara warned against the control of family, tribe and
other traditional ties over the Arab intellect, and the danger of
limiting the Arab intellect to two speeches, either liberal-democrat
friendly to the United States and not interested in Arab causes, which
alienates the masses, and a mystical irrational speech that does not
leave room for democratic work, while monopolizing speech in the
name of national causes.

Dr. Bishara defined specific missions for institutions of Arab
civil society, foremost to use all possible means to educate the Arab
democratic trend and the masses, and to develop a national speech
that would be committed to regional and national issues and at the
same time democratic.
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Mr. Mohamed Ogar discussed “Civil Society and its Relation
with the State”, and spoke about Morocco’s experience as one of the
most important reform projects in the Arab nation, when the
opposition came to power through elections. Mr. Ogar pointed that
this was achieved through a strategy to build trust with the ruling
authority, by conducting a national dialogue since the nineties to
discuss the 1992 and 1996 constitutions; all parties approved the
1996 constitution. An important civii movement emerged and
successfully realized a qualitative transition from the culture of
protest to the culture of proposal, especially in matters related to
women and cultural rights.

Mr. Ogar pointed to some facts, like the fact that countries of
Africa had faced the subject and requirements of reform in a more
courageous manner then Arabs did, and that weak Arab political
parties made them hide behind institutions of civil society, which
makes it necessary to differentiate between them, in order for civil
institutions to achieve independence from the state and from political
parties as well.

Mr. Ogar thought that civil society was partly responsible for
the weak financial support civil institutions get from the public, and
their failure to mobilize the masses, which makes it almost
illegitimate for such institutions to speak in the name of the Arab
masses; furthermore some of these institutions are tempted to
replace political opposition.

Dr. Farida El Allagy explained in her presentation about “Civil
Society and its Relation with the International Community”, that the
Arab region has the weakest presence at the international level, and
its relationship with the international community is mostly seen from
one aspect only, which is financing, nevertheless there are no Arab
scientific studies regarding who finances what? And there are no
studies comparing our region with other regions in the world. Dr. El
Allagy added that it is wrong to believe that all funds for institutions
of civil society come from abroad, as there are between 20 and 30
Arab organizations that finance numerous projects, but in many cases
financing is not orderly or planned and is not distributed in the best
possible way. Dr. El Allagy drew attention to the lack of organizations
dedicated to Arab youth and their ineffectiveness to express their
views, she asked for the establishment of a forum for Arab youth,

PDF created with pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com



http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com

and for the creation of links with similar forums in different countries
and in other regions of the world.

Dr.El Allagy expressed the need to communicate with the
international civil community, especially at the level of common
issues, and suggested the establishment of a Council for Donor
Institutions dedicated to development projects in Arab countries.

Mr. Mohsen Awad presented a number of suggestions to
stimulate civil society and support its role in reform, in connection
with the goals of the Project from which emerged the workshop, and
which mainly aims to integrate the concepts of human rights and
human development. Mr. Awad presented the following instruments
to activate the role of civil society:

1- To establish a Forum for Social Dialogue, that would incorporate
the concepts of dialogue, observation and solidarity, and would be
the link between national and international dialogue, while its role
would be:

a- To follow the current social dialogue
regarding issues of human development,
democracy and human rights. To broaden
the scope of participation of social,
economic and media activists and to give
special attention to the participation of
youth.

b- To publish an annual report on civil
society’s freedom that would report on its
activities, its development and ways to
solve problems facing it, the report would
also reveal civil society’s requirements in
relation to training, financial and
information backing, as well as available
means to meet those requirements.

2- To establish an Arab Independent Institute to Measure Public
Opinion that would be built on a scientific base and according to
observed principles, and to conduct an in-depth study of legal and
scientific establishment options, as well as financing sources.

3- To launch a campaign to establish an Arab Fund for Financing in
the form of a Trust Fund or a Wakf for the benefit of a number of

PDF created with pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com



http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com

civil society’s sectors in Arab countries, which have problems in
funding, especially outside country capitals and main cities.

4- To support calls to strengthen observation efforts in the fields of
public freedom, developments and equality, foremost:

c- To establish and observatory for press and
media freedom that would publish an
annual report, which would monitor
freedom of information according to
human rights principles.

d- To monitor organizations working in the
field of human development, and to
exchange information about successful
experiments in implementing economic and
social rights through a regular mechanism.

e- To create a permanent monitoring
mechanism in the field of the
implementation of women’s rights and
empowering them, and to guarantee that
women are enjoying all rights of citizenry.
The mechanism would publish periodical
reports, and would support communication
with the Committee for Ending All Forms of
Discrimination against Women.

5- The need to develop a framework to encompass the interests of
Arab youth, reinforce their attendance in various issues of interest to
their countries, and also support Arab issues through the presence of
Arab youth in international meetings.

6- To invite institutions of civil society to support women participation
in leadership positions and in decision making, in accordance with the
institutions call for advancing women'’s rights and removing all forms
of discrimination against women.

7- To establish a framework for cooperation and coordination
between Arab civic organization and their counterparts in the
Diaspora, especially under the current circumstances where the need
is growing to build bridges of communication with the outside world
through the role of Arab communities abroad.
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8- To invite the United Nations to establish an Arab Regional Center
to support governmental and non-governmental efforts to reinforce
the respect of human rights through training and documentation.

9- To establish a follow-up mechanism to implement
recommendations offered by this workshop in consultation with
sponsor organizations, by assigning missions to some of the
participating organizations (or groups of them) and by developing the
project of human rights and human development (PARDHUR) to
include this mechanism.

Finally the participants approved the aforementioned
mechanisms, and added to them the importance of speaking about
integration between the state and civil society and building on the
common factor, they also asked for supporting the teaching of civic
education, communicating with political parties and large national
companies, finding mechanisms to protect activists, following the UN
work mechanisms, and creating a material relation between Arab
organizations of civil society and Arab professional unions.
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Closing Statement Issued by the Workshop

The Arab Organization for Human Rights and the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina’s Forum for Arab Reform in cooperation with the UNHCHR and
the UNDP organized an Arab regional workshop to explore ways to support
civil institutions and activate their role in reform. Eighty participants
representing 16 Arab countries attended the workshop, the participants
represented 12 branches of civil activities, and a group of experts,
intellectuals and observers from Arab and foreign embassies as well as
representatives of concerned international organizations also attended the
meetings.

The workshop that was held within the framework of the Regional
Project on Human Development and Human Rights in the Arab Region took
place in the Bibliotheca Alexandrina and discussed the present status of civil
society and the changes that occurred in its role in connection with the
contexts of globalization and developments in the international political
order. The workshop also discussed problems and obstacles facing the role
of civil society and offered suggestions to support civil institutions and
activate their role in the desired reform.

Discussions recognized that this workshop was a link in a chain of
Arab efforts aiming to confront the challenges that obstruct the path of
democratic reform, of development and of human rights reverence in the
Arab region; within the last few months the Sanaa Declaration and the
Alexandria Document represented two of the most prominent examples of
Arab efforts in this field.

Discussions also established that reform, in all its aspects whether
political, economic, cultural or social, heads issues discussed in all Arab
countries, no matter how their circumstances differed, and that the need for
this comprehensive reform is a response to internal needs and requirements
that can no longer be ignored while discussions also expressed a resolve to
achieve this reform at the hands of people of the region and not at the
hands of any foreign power.

The participants concluded that this desired reform could not be
achieved without the presence of an effective, efficient, rational and
corruption-free administration, and that this goal could not be reached under
a political system that considers administration as a instrument to satisfy
and distribute gains and not a instrument to accomplish, neither can it be
realized under a political system not based on the rule of law, on separation
of powers, on impartiality of state institutions, or in the absence of a
pluralistic competitive democratic system.

At the heart of this reform, lies strengthening the reverence of
human rights and the rights inability to be divided or prioritized, alongside
efforts to support Arab civil society, based on all the principles that Arab
human rights related documents have already acknowledged.
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Participants considered that the movement of civil institutions,
interested in changing the present Arab reality and in establishing the
concepts of freedom, democracy and reverence of human rights, needs a
strong push to encourage the institutions efforts to realize their goals, to
support their capabilities, to develop inter-relations among them, to
condition the nature of their relations with the state and with state-related
institutions, and to fine tune the rhythm of the their relationship with
international organizations.

First: Strengthening the Capabilities of Civil Institutions

Participants recognized the importance of strengthening the
organizational capabilities of civil institutions by improving their employees
level of performance through training, by making use of advanced expertise
in this field, and by supporting institutions that work or are established in
difficult circumstance as is the case in Palestine, Iraq and other regions of
conflict.

To guarantee the independence and complete freedom of these
institutions while they perform their mission and to develop their
performance based on the integrality of common goals.

The importance of coordination among civil institutions in Arab
countries through the establishment of a structured organic relationship
between them, consolidating cooperation between national and operative
regional networks in various fields, coordinating their strategies and
strengthening their effectiveness, creating a kind of central accumulation of
their various activities, establishing a common data base and setting their
instruments in motion to realize their goals in support of democracy and
development.

To respect the diversity of civil institutions, to support frameworks of
dialogue and media instruments, institutions have to interact in order to
exchange knowledge and expertise and to strengthen the spirit of solidarity.

Second: Relation between the State and Civil Institutions

In relation to this field the participants presented the following
recommendations:

1. To release civil and political freedoms, foremost freedom of
opinion and expression, to respect the right to congregate
peacefully and the right to form associations and other civil
institutions, to respect the right to join and participate in
such institutions, to establish the legal guarantees
warranted by the international law for human rights and to
enforce them.
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2. To remove all obstacles hindering the natural development
and growth of civil institutions, foremost emergency laws
and other freedom-restricting laws and legislations that
hinder the creation of civil institutions. To free all prisoners
of opinion and to protect all human rights advocates, as well
as other political and syndicate activists.

3. To urgently adjust and correct the relation between civil
institutions and the states in which they operate, which will
help overcome the state of tension, and will create a climate
of trust and interaction between the various authorities and
civil institutions. The adjustment will also remove the state
of siege and watchfulness that plague the activities of
organizations sustaining human rights.

4. To provide the instruments needed to include civil
institutions in the decision-making process, and to develop
fields of cooperation between civil institutions and official
organizations on both the national and regional level.

5. To spread the culture of human rights through education,
the media and culture, to arabize databases, and to give
special attention to the translation of sources of
humanitarian legacy related to civil and political freedoms.

6. To ask Arab governments to sign and ratify the Arab Charter
for Human Rights adopted by the Tunis Summit, and invite
them to develop the Charter through addendums and
protocols to bridge the gap between the Charter’s rules and
international human rights standards.

7. To support the Arab League’s opening up towards civil
institutions, in tune with the establishment of a Commission
for Civil Society within the Arab League and with decisions
taken by the last Arab Summit held in Tunisia, and to
support the Commission in order for it to play that role.

Third: Arab Civil Institutions’ Relationship with the International
Community

1. Participants expressed their appreciation of the
humanitarian solidarity expressed by numerous people of
the world in opposition to the American-British aggression
on lrag, to the occupation of its territories and the violation
of the Iraqi people’s individual and collective rights, as well
as for their condemnation of the escalating Israeli
aggression against the Palestinian people, the denial of their
inalienable national rights, the assassination of their leaders,
the annexation of their lands, the obstruction of all efforts to
reach a peaceful settlement and the imposition of racial
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solutions foremost illegal settlements and the racial
separating wall.

2. Participants expressed their solidarity with the Iraqgi people
in their struggle to regain their sovereignty and their
national independence; they also expressed their resolve to
support budding lragi civil institutions in their endeavor to
build a free, independent and democratic Irag.

3. Participants reiterated their support for Palestinian civil
institutions” efforts to secure the Palestinian people’s
inalienable rights, to provide humanitarian aid, and to apply
the Geneva Conventions, which is related to the protection
of civilians under the occupation. Participants appealed to
international civil society to support Palestinian civil
institutions in order to help them realize goals related to
freedom and independence, and asked the international
community to differentiate between legitimate resistance
and terrorism.

4. Participants expressed their appreciation of the role played
by the United Nations and its organizations in supporting
the participation of Arab civil institutions in their basic
activities. Participants called for a stronger UN technical
program to build the abilities of Arab civil institutions.

5. To invite Arab civil institutions to increase their participation
in UN activities, to make use of UN instruments especially
the UN contractual committees, and to encourage
organizations that can do so to acquire an advisory status in
the Economic and Social Council.

6. To invite Arab civil institutions to mobilize their efforts to
encourage Arab governments to join international covenants
and agreements that they have not previously joined, and to
ask countries that have already joined to implement their
legal commitments emanating from these agreements and
to review their reservations.

7. Participants recognized the need to interact in a positive
manner with any international powers and parties that
support Arab peoples’ issues and their inalienable rights of
self determination, of respect of sovereignty, of national
unity and of building their political, social, economic and
cultural systems in complete freedom.

Fourth: Instruments to Activate the Role of Civil Society

Participants suggested the following instruments to help activate the role of
civil society:
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1- To establish a Forum for Social Dialogue that would group the
concepts of dialogue, monitoring and solidarity, and would be an
intermediary link between national and international dialogue. The Forum
missions would include:
a- To follow-up the ongoing social dialogue
regarding issues related to humanitarian
development, democracy and human rights.
b- To widen the scope of participation of
social, economic and media activists and
give special attention to the participation of
youth and women.
c- To issue an annual report on civil society's
freedom that would monitor activities of
civil society, its development and ways to
eliminate obstacles that face it. The report
would also reveal civil society’s training
requirements, financial needs, as well as
the support required from the media or
from any other field and list the resources
available to meet those requirements.
d- To play the role of an establishment
offering advisory expertise to NGOs.
e- To coordinate between various media
channels, to incite their interest in civil
institutions, to spread civil culture, to
regularly and periodically review successful
experiences, and to stimulate the interest of
public opinion in relation to problems of civil
institutions and their role in promoting
issues of direct interest to citizens.
2- To establish an Independent Arab Institute for Surveying Public
Opinion based on science and on established principles. To thoroughly
investigate all legal and scientific founding options as well as sources of
funding.
3- To launch a campaign to establish an Arab Financing Fund in the
shape of a trust fund or an endowment in favor of a number of sectors of
civil society in Arab countries with financing problems, especially outside
country capitals and major cities.
4- To support invitations to back monitoring efforts in fields of public
freedoms, development and equality, foremost:
f- To establish an observatory for journalistic
and media freedoms that would publish an
annual report monitoring media freedoms
according to human rights principles.
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g- To monitor organizations working in the

field of human development, and to

exchange information about successful

experiences in the implementation of

economic and social rights through a

regular instrument.

h- To establish a permanent monitoring

instrument related to the implementation of

women rights, their empowerment and their

enjoyment of all rights of citizenry. The

instrument would publish a periodical report

and would sustain continuance with the

Commission to End all Forms of

Discrimination against Women.
4- To urgently develop a framework that would encompass the interests of
Arab youth, promote the presence of youth in various issues of interest to
their countries, and support Arab issues through the attendance of Arab
youth in international gatherings.
5- To invite civil institutions to promote the participation of women in
leadership positions and in decision making, in step with the institutions call
for the promotion of women’s rights and the ending of all forms of
discrimination against women.
6- To establish a framework for cooperation and coordination between Arab
NGOs and their counterparts in the Diaspora, especially under the present
circumstances when there is a need to reinforce channels of communications
with the outside world through a role played by Arab communities abroad.
7- To bid the UN to create an Arab regional center to offer support for
official and non-governmental efforts to reinforce reverence of human rights
through training and documentation.
8- To establish an instrument to monitor the implementation of
recommendations presented by this workshop, after consulting with
organizations that organized the workshop, and then assign specific missions
to some participating organizations (or groups of them). To develop the
Project for Human Rights and Human Development, from which this
workshop emanated, to encompass this instrument.

Finally the participants thanked the Egyptian government for

facilitating the organization of this workshop.
* * *
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This book discusses the work of the Arab Roundtable on the
Role of the Civil Society in the Arab Countries in Reform, which was
held in Alexandria, Egypt, on June 21 & 22, 2004, in cooperation
between the Arab Organization for Human Rights and Bibliotheca
Alexandrina, within the framework of the Regional Project on
Human Rights and Development in the Arab Region, implemented
by the Arab Organization for Human Rights (AOHR) in cooperation
with United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).
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