Minister of Justice
Sheikh Abdul Malik al-Khalili

Ministry of Justice

PO Box 354

Ruwi PC 112 

Muscat, Sultanate of Oman

Your Excellency,
 

It has come to my attention that an Omani court of first instance issued its verdict on 26 September against three journalists from the daily Azamn newspaper. Two of the journalists received three-year prison sentences and the third a one-year prison sentence. The court also upheld a government order to permanently close the Azamn newspaper.

On 26 September, the Court of First Instance in Muscat, Oman’s capital, sentenced Azamn’s editor-in-chief, Ibrahim al-Maamari, and its deputy editor-in-chief, Youssef al-Haj, to three years’ imprisonment, after convicting them of “undermining the prestige of the state” and other charges under Oman’s cybercrimes law and press and publications law. The court also sentenced Azamn journalist Zaher al-Abri to a one-year prison sentence for “misusing the internet”, in relation to a tweet he posted following the arrest of his colleague Ibrahim al-Maamari.    On 27 September, the men were moved to Oman’s Central Prison in Somail, near Muscat.   Officials arrested Ibrahim al-Maamari on 28 July following the publication on 26 July of an article accusing the head of Oman’s Supreme Court and the chairman of the Judicial Council of intervening in the outcome of verdicts on behalf of influential officials. Youssef al-Haj was arrested on 9 August following the publication of a series of articles based on exclusive interviews with the vice-president of Oman’s Supreme Court confirming allegations of corruption made in the original article by Ibrahim al-Maamari.  

On the same day the authorities ordered the closure of the newspaper and its online news site. Zaher al-Abri was arrested on 3 August after he tweeted about the detention of Ibrahim al-Maamari. On account of ill health, Youssef al-Haj was held at the Royal Oman Police Hospital in Muscat between 20 and 25 September, after which he was returned to prison.

 I urge you to take the following immediate steps to resolve this unjust and inhumane situation:

· I call upon you to immediately and unconditionally release Ibrahim al-Maamari and Youssef al-Haj, who are prisoners of conscience, and to quash the conviction of Zaher al-Abri, as all three journalists are being punished for the peaceful exercise of their right to freedom of expression; 

· I urge you to ensure that, while detained, Ibrahim al-Maamari and Youssef al-Haj are protected from torture and other ill treatment and are granted regular access to their lawyers, families and any medical care they require;

· Lastly, I urge you to respect and protect the right to freedom of expression, including by repealing or amending all legislation that criminalizes this right.
Thank you for your prompt response to this painful human rights crisis happening in your country.  I look forward to your response.

Sincerely,

H.E. Her Excellency Hunaina Sultan Al-Mughairy
Embassy of Oman

2535 Belmont Rd NW

Washington DC 20008

Your Excellency,

It has come to my attention that an Omani court of first instance issued its verdict on 26 September against three journalists from the daily Azamn newspaper. Two of the journalists received three-year prison sentences and the third a one-year prison sentence. The court also upheld a government order to permanently close the Azamn newspaper.

On 26 September, the Court of First Instance in Muscat, Oman’s capital, sentenced Azamn’s editor-in-chief, Ibrahim al-Maamari, and its deputy editor-in-chief, Youssef al-Haj, to three years’ imprisonment, after convicting them of “undermining the prestige of the state” and other charges under Oman’s cybercrimes law and press and publications law. The court also sentenced Azamn journalist Zaher al-Abri to a one-year prison sentence for “misusing the internet”, in relation to a tweet he posted following the arrest of his colleague Ibrahim al-Maamari.    On 27 September, the men were moved to Oman’s Central Prison in Somail, near Muscat.   Officials arrested Ibrahim al-Maamari on 28 July following the publication on 26 July of an article accusing the head of Oman’s Supreme Court and the chairman of the Judicial Council of intervening in the outcome of verdicts on behalf of influential officials. Youssef al-Haj was arrested on 9 August following the publication of a series of articles based on exclusive interviews with the vice-president of Oman’s Supreme Court confirming allegations of corruption made in the original article by Ibrahim al-Maamari.  

On the same day the authorities ordered the closure of the newspaper and its online news site. Zaher al-Abri was arrested on 3 August after he tweeted about the detention of Ibrahim al-Maamari. On account of ill health, Youssef al-Haj was held at the Royal Oman Police Hospital in Muscat between 20 and 25 September, after which he was returned to prison.

 I urge you to take the following immediate steps to resolve this unjust and inhumane situation:

· I call upon you to immediately and unconditionally release Ibrahim al-Maamari and Youssef al-Haj, who are prisoners of conscience, and to quash the conviction of Zaher al-Abri, as all three journalists are being punished for the peaceful exercise of their right to freedom of expression; 

· I urge you to ensure that, while detained, Ibrahim al-Maamari and Youssef al-Haj are protected from torture and other ill treatment and are granted regular access to their lawyers, families and any medical care they require;

· Lastly, I urge you to respect and protect the right to freedom of expression, including by repealing or amending all legislation that criminalizes this right.

Thank you for your prompt response to this painful human rights crisis happening in your country.  I look forward to your response.

Sincerely,

