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Extra-constitutional changes by the Al-Khalifa:

A testimony for inability to rule with honour

Imposing extra-constitutional changes
on the 1973 Constitution has. onee agan,
llustrated the mability of” the Al-Khalifa
ruling famuly to honour its pledges and
commitments. The Constitution is the only
source of legitimaey ol the hereditary rule
and is a binding contract between the peo-
ple of Bahrain and the Al-Khalilas. Article
104 0f the Constitution stipulates that "Not-
withstanding the provision of Article (35)
of this Constitution, tor an wnendment to
be made to any provision of this Constitu-
tion, itis stipulated that it shall be passed by
a majority vote ol two-thirds of the mem-
bers constituting the Assembly and ratified
by the Amir". Thus the initiativeadopted by
Sheikh Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalitatoimpose
certamn changes to that historical document
outside its remits 1s a gross violation o its
articles.

‘The changes were prepared by the Al-
Khalitaand presented to ad6-membser com-
mittee handpicked by the ruling tanily to
rubber-stamp them. When it became elear
that the mtention was to change the Consti-
tution. several members ot the conunittee
withdrew in protest. The Al-Khalila had
already made up their mind and were not
readv for amy discussion of those changes.
‘The committee held several meetings be-
fore wwmouncing their endorsement of the
changes. which was inclear violationof the
tenets of the Constitution.

On 2 December, the members of the
conmittee were handed the document and
were told that by 23 December, they would
be required toundersign the so-called char-
ter so thatanother appointed body. a “popu-
lar congress”, appomnted by the govern-
ment will ratify the changes. Soon atier. it
becane clear that the government had an
l-mtentioned plan. All seminars were
bamed and no journalist was alowed to
criticise the arrangement. In fact. themem-
bers of the committee were told to keep all
papers confidential.

‘The opposition provided the people off

Bahrain with details of the so-called char-

ter. It became obvious to the people of

Buhran that the Al-Khalitis had decided to
re-write the history ol Bahrain andto change
the constitution. The changes  were to
create a bicameral parliament with an up-

per appointed chamber and a lower house
that will also contain the mimsters as ex-
ofliciomembers. Thetwo houses will need
to meet for anv issue pertaning to cntical
matiers. 1t will mean that the government
will have some 60% of the two houses
appointed with only 40% direetly clected.

Morcover. the Al-Khalita want to con-
vert Bahram into a Kingdom and henee a
new Lmguage started to surface. " 'he Amir
and his loval people”. "the Amir and his
ministers”. ete. The source of legitimacy 1s
not the people and there is no constitutional
tfrunework as the so-called charter states
clearly that the46 members are "presenting
the draft changes” and they leave it "to the
discretion of s Tighness the Amir to
decide the way forward”. This statementis
the kingpin of the so-called charter. 1tis up
to the Annr's diseretion to do what he sees
fit in whatever shape he wants. 1t 1s a
testitving statement for the entire exereise
where the source of legitimacy is to be
officially moved from the people to the
Amir (or future "king") and where the
constitutional frwnework 1s replaced with
the "discretion of This Tighness".

The outery of the public and the resist-
ance mounted by the opposition to these
tlagrant. moves have resulted in minor
changes. These were the changing of the
mtroduction ofthe so-called charter. which
contaned erroneous referencesto Bahram's
history. the caneellation of the popular con-
gress on 23 December and its replacement
with a vague pronuse to hold areferendum
tor the people to express their opinion.

In socictics. which had experienced
political upheavals, the norm has alwavs
been to go through anational reconeihation
process. This would include a serious dia-
logue between the government and the
opposition. releasing political prisoners. ul-
lowing a degree of treedom and debate on
all 1ssues of contention and bringing the
society baek to adegree of normality. None
of'these conditions have vet been met. The

prisons contun political detainees some of

whomhaveheen behindbars formore than
live vears because of their political opinion.
Bahram opposition tigures are prevented
from returming to their country from exile.
The emergencey laws are in torce while

public freedoms are curtaled. Any discus-
sion of the futurcot the country is therelore
a futile excereise.

The mposition of restricions on the
movement on tormer detamnees and curtal-
g their libertics 1s a senous breach on
individual freedoms. Almost all opposition
tiguresthathavebeen released sinee Sheikh
Hamad came to power had to forteit their
natural nights. Accordingly. theyare banned
from engaging in pohtical or religious ac-
tvities of any kind. Those who attempted
to exercise their constitutional nghts have
been summanly detauned. torturedand made
to sign on more stringent conditions. Last
month several people were subjeeted toill-
treatment at the hands ol the torturers and
threatened with further abuse 1t they did
not obey the orders. Restrictions on free-
dom of expression meant that no real de-
bate took place onthe main topies attecting
the people. Open discussion ol the charter
was prohibited and all journalists were
warned against taking up the issue. When
the Amir delivered is speech on 16th
December. it brought httle comfort to the
population that was waiting for courageous
steps by aman whose media have exagger-
ated his "reforin” programme

Certainly, the ruling family has been
advised by their (miends to heed the calls for
reforns if thev wanted to retan a degree of
stability i the country and sateguard their
hereditary rule. British otlicials have re-
peatedly stated their poliev ol "constructive
engagement” with the Al-Khalita, while
oftering political support. [t 1s not vet
known who has encouraged the Al-Khalita
to change the country into akingdom. or to
distort the country's Constitution to suit
their agenda, but it 1s widelv believed that
the Al-Khalita would not act bevond what
their backers alow them to do.

‘The hope is that these backers will act
to stop the excesses of the Al-Khalita, pre-
vent them trom nustreatment of the people
ol Bahramn, uphold the 1973 constitution
and abandon their dream of tuming Bah-
ram backward,

Mecanwhile. the Bahrami people and
opposition will work to ensure that the
country docs not shide into more tyranny
and despotism.
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Demonstrators attacked

The secunty forees attacked a pro-Pal-
estiman march on 22 Decemberat 1.30 pm
(local time) in Ras Romman, Manama. Citi-
zens gathered atter the end of I'riday prayer
in Ras Romman grand mosque to mark the
Day of Quds. They started their peacetul
march chanting pro-Palestiian slogans and
calling for an end 1o Isracliaggression. T'wo
lorries. four jeeps and two other vehicles, as
well as several salon cars, fullv laden with
security lorces and intelligence oflicers,
started attacking the citizens with tear and
smothering gases. Scores were arrested on
the spot and many youths had their identity
cards conliscated tor turther interrogations.

Repression

On 20 December, Sheikh Hussain Al-
Akraf was detained and then tortured by
Jarooq Al-Maawdah at the Budaya Police
Sration. Sheikh Al-Akraf had spent many
vears in detention without charges and was
released this vear on the condition that he
doesn't purlici'pulc inpublic 1'ml|c.liuns, Inthe
past lewdays he attended a religious gather-
ing and as a result, Farooq AIfMu:l\VQull
conducted a severe 10rlunng session agaimst
him. He was forced to re-sign plcdgcﬁ that he
would not participate in any {uture function.
The torturer Al-Maawdah asserted l‘hul he
would conduct similartorturing il‘Sh't:lkh Al-
Akral did not obey the interior mimistry.

No freedom

The Associated Press (AP) reported on
20 December the annul survey issued by
"Freedom House". Of the world's 192 na-
tions, the study rated 86 as "free." meaning
citizensenjov a broad range ol nights. Filty-
nine nations were rated "partly free” be-
cause of corruption, dominant ruling parties
and rehigious stnfe. In the remaining 47
nations.ciizens are "not tree." because they
are denied basic political nights and hiberties,
the study said. " The report noted some
exceptions; some poorer nations ofter high
levels ol freedom, such as Belize. Benm.,
Bolivia and Jamaica. and some prosperous
nations have high degrees ol repression,
such as Bahrain, Brunet and 1ibva". F'ree-
dom House said i its report on Bahram
"despite concihatory gestures. the govern-
ment continued 1o repress Shute activism,
tricd and sentenced political detamees en
masse prior 10 Amnesty Internationals visit
norder 1o reduce the number of adnumstra-
tive detainees..."

AFP Report on Bahrain

Dec. 19 (AIF'P): - Bahrain announced
Tuesday democratic reforms to restore par-
liament which wasdissolved in 1975 and set
up akingdom, as the extledopposition called
for guarantees 1o ensure fair clections, A
high-level drafting comnuttee chaired by
JusticeMinisterSheikhAbdullahbin Khaled
al-Khalifa has approved a national charter

which will. beput totheenir, Sheikh Hamad
bin Issa al-Khaltfa, on Saturday and submit-
ted 1o a referendum.

The plan, without tixing a date tor the
referendum or the polls, lays down Bah-
rain’s new status as a constitutional monar-
chy and calls tor an clected parliament and
appointed shura(consultative)council as the
legislative authority. “We have made our
first steps on the road to democracy”. said
commuttee member Ibrahim Bashmi.

Lastweek. theemir announced theplans
tor Bahrain, a close ally ot the neighbouring
kingdom of Saudi Arabia. to restore a di-
rectly elected parliament, after the house was
dissolved in 1975, In a series of popular
moves to mark Bahrain®s 29th national day.
Shaikh Hamad at the same decided 1o slash
clectricity fees and grant an extra month’s
salary o state employees

Bahrain introduced an clected parha-
mentin 1972 butit was dissolved three vears
later for “obstructing the work of govern-
ment™. Themainly ShiiteMushm opposition
has campargned for it to be restored. spark-
ing unrest that cost at least 38 lives between
1994 and 1999. Theunrest cased atier Shaikh
[lamad took over as emir last year after the
death of his tather.

Kuwaitis the only other Gult Arab mon-
archytohavean clected parhament. although
women do not have the vote. Manama news-
papers have said women would be given the
vote in Bahrain.

Bahrainhas since 1992 had an appointed
consultative council of 40 members. In Sep-
tember. a new list included tor the first time
a Jew, four women, one of them a Christian,
and a businessman ot Indian origin. And the
tiny Gult' Arab archipelago can declare itselt’
a kingdom without any change in the ruling
system ot the constitutional monarchy, a
senior official said on December 6.

The exiled Bahraini opposition group
called Tuesday tor national reconciliation
before Manama goes ahead with the re-
torms.. *“The opposition demands a national
reconciliation. which entails the releasc ot all
pohitical detainees and prisoners | and the
unconditional return ot the exiled”, said the
1.ondon based Bahrain Freedom Movement
(BFM).

*“The Bahraini people who have not voted
tor 27 vears do not have contidence in the
government, and thev need guarantees
against referenda whose results are known
in advance.” BI'M spokesman Mansour al-
lamn told AFP. “Credible clections need
preparations with the participation of all
categories of society. including the opposi-

tion, and a referendum in the presence of

independentinternational observers. " hesaid.

Amiri disappointment
Despite contaming an imphicit recogni-
tion of the nights of Bahraini people in the
Amir's statement of 16 December. opposi-
tion forces expressed their disappointment

that the Amir did not take a brave step 1o end
the political enisis in the country. |e did not
release all political detainees and prisoners.
neither did he sav anything about the resto-
ration of theconstitution. Instead, he dwelled
on the changes to the constitution thataim at
changing Bahrain's modern constitution into
a medieval monarchy where citizens would
be turned into subjects.

Only tew political detaiees were re-
leased. Sheikh Hussain Al-Deihr. Sheikh
Sadiq Al-Durazs and Mr. Mahdi Sahwan
were released afier tive to six vears in deten-
tion. They spoke otthe extent oftorture they
had been subjected to in order to foree them
to concede to the demands of the absolute
dictatorship. Many more people remained in
Al-Khalita jails including Mr. Abdul Wahab
Hussain, Mr. Hassan Mushaimaa, Sheikh
Iasan Sultan and Sevved Ibrahim Seyved
Adnan.

Bahraini exiles staged a protest picket in
tront of the Dorchester Hotel in London on
IR Decemberanddistributedoppositionleat-
lets and statements to those attending a
celebration organised by the Bahraini Lm-
bassyin London. The exiles called toran end
1o dictatorship, restoration of the National
Assembly, and pumishmentofthetortures. A
statement for the opposition said:

“1 - While the opposition welcomes any
step 1o curtail the excessive human rights
violations. it remains committed to the rule off
law and rejects the policy of running the
country by Amiri decrees and personal ges-
tures.

2 - The main demands are clear: the
reinstatement ol the constitution, the release
of all political detainees and prisoners, the
unconditional return of exiles, the repeal of
the emergencey laws (1.¢. State Security Law
and State Scecurity Court) and the investiga-
tion of all human rights abuses committed
over the past 25 years.

3-Thepeople ot Bahrainaspireto anew
cra in which the rule oflaw is upheld, consti-
tutional governance 1s respected and plural-
1sm practiced.

4 - Any changes 1o the Constitution can
be processed through the mechanisms pre-
scribed by its articles most notably Article
104 which states that: "tor an amendment to
be made to any provision of this Constitu-
tion. it is stipulated that it shall be passed by
a majority vote ol two-thirds of the members

constituting the Assemblyand ratified by the
Amir",

5 - Based on the above. any changes that
may be proposed by the government-ap-
pointed commitiee will be considered null
and void. [fthe governmentopted to enforee
these changesitwould be actingillegallvand
would pave the way for more instabilitv in
the country.

6 - Bahrain needs a modern democratic
svstem and notanancient regime. The oppo-
sition views with revulsion the proposed
changceotBahramintoakingdomwithabso-
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lute powers 1n the hands of a despotic king.

7 - Itis difTicult to be optimistic as the
mechanisms that have facilitated human
rights abuses and led to dictatorship remain
intact. Unless these tools ol repression and
despotism (State Security Law and State
Sccurity Court) are removed, the situation 1s
unlikely to improve.

& A way out ol the current constitu-
tional impasse is lor the government to in-
volve all section ol society (including the
opposition and their representatives in cxilc?
in the preparation lor, and the exceution of.
a popular referendum to be held in the pres-
enceolacceptableindependentintemational
observers to ascertain the views ol the Bah-
raini population towards the government's
proposed constitutional changesand the way
torward.”

Lord Avebury's intervention

Conference on Bahrain (December
15, 20080, Moses Room, House of Lords)

1t is exactly a year today since we last
held one of these seminars, and this vear we
mark the sixth anniversary ol the Popular
Uprising in Bahrain. 1 was looking back at
what] said on the last occasion, and since we
are criticised by the Bahrian Embassy’s PR
representatives, The Policy Partnership. for
never recognising any ol the improvements
in the human rights situation, perhaps I can
begin by reminding you that I did welcome
the release of some prisoncers and the return
ol a few exiles.

This yearalsol begin by acknowledging
that further releases of prisoners have taken
place and some more exiles have been al-
lowed to return, and 1 join with Amnesty
International in welcoming the establish-
ment of a human rights body within the
Shura Council. and the ratilicationof the UN
Convention Against Torture. However. l_ulso
share their concern, that the mechanisms
which facilitated gross human rights viola-
tions in the past remain in place.

The power to detain a person indett-
nitely without trial notonly still exists, butis
stll Bcing exercised. Noreason hasever been
given for the detention of Abdul Wuh_uh
Hussain, though theMinister. Mr Peter Hain,
told me on October thatover 1,000 prisoners
had been released and only a small number
still remained in custody. In 1999, the R_cd
Cross said they had visited over 1.300 pris-
oners the prcvibus vear when they published
their report in June.

This vear. at the middle of I){:ccmhcr
they are still several weeks away from an-
nouncing the figures, so we can assume {llifl
it is large enough to cause them some dll]l-
culty with the arithmetic. Peter Ham .f»'uad
there was an “ongoing programme ol re-
leases of long-term detainees™ . but apart
trom Abdul Wahab IHussain. several others
arrested in January 1966 are still dclan_w(_l
including IHassan Sultan. llusscin.al-l)mlu.
1assan Mishma'a. and Sayyid Ibrahim Adnan

al-Alawi. Allol them have been pressured to
sign a document admitting misconduct and
undertaking not to take part in any pohitical
activity 1l thev are released. It is no doubt
because ol their staunch refusal to bend the
knee and fortent their political rightsthat they
are still languishing in prison alter nearly
lour vears.

You may remember that Abdul-Wahab
Hussai. oneol'the original 14 signers ol the
1994 petition to the Amir and a member off
theCommittee ol the Popular Petition (CPP).
was released on March 17, 2000 lollowing
an order from the High Court of Appeal. but
he was rearrested alter spending an hour at
home.

Among others arrested at the beginning
ol 1996 were Shaikh 'Ali Mirza Al-Nakkas,
ablind clericaged 50, whodied in incommu-
nicadodcetention inJune 1997:Shaikh Abdul
Amir Al-Jamri, Shaikh “Al Bin Ahmad al-
Jedhalsi and Sheikh Al Ashoor. The latter
three detainees were released but under hu-
miliating conditions, lorfeiting the right to
treedom ol expression in a way that violates
Article 190l'the ICCPR. because the restric-
tions imposed on them were not provided by
law. but were arbitrarily imposed as an ad
ministrative condition ol their freedom.

Sheikh Al Ashoor. for instance. was
made to sign an undertaking not to take part
inany poitical activity. and in particular, not
to ask for restoration o' t he Constitution, or
10 pray in certain arcas.

Shaikh *Ali Bin Ahmadal-Jedhatsi. who
was also made to sign an undertaking when
he was released in July 1999 alter spending
more than three years in detention without
charge or tral. was beaten up on the street
when he nevertheless continued to preach,
and has kept silent for the last year,

Now the UN Working Group on Arbi-
trary Detention is to visit Bahrain at the end
ol February 2001, a visit which has twice
been delayed. and 1 expect the remaining
detainees to be let out by then. It they can
hold out, they may be able to avoid the
conditions imposed on the others. But the
Working Group's main task will not be to
deal with particular cases. il any are still in
prison without trial: it will be to secure the
rule of constitutionality, under which no-
bady will be arbitrarily detained in future.

‘The same applies to the practice ofexile,
Yes. some exiles have returned. voluntarily
humbling themselves like a defeated enemy:
but other citizens, who tried to go back to
theirnative land. perhaps after hearingol the
assurances that were given bythe Amirin his
National Day speech last vear. were stooped
at the airport and expelled after varying
lengths of detention,

Yes, theCrown Prince repeated the invi-
tation toreturn when he visited Britain at the
end of February. though he qualitied the
welcome back by hinting that some returnees
might be liable to prosecution for unspeci-
lied offences. Obviously. il any citizen re-

turning would have (o obey the laws of

Bahranike anybody else living there and it
that was all the Crown Prince said, it was
perfectly acceptable. But if he meant that
returnees could be prosecuted for their oppo-
siion to the hereditary dictatorship durning
their years abroad. that would be totally
unaceeptable. One can understand why most
exiles preter to wait until the rule of law has
been established in Bahrain belore they nisk
being thrown into prison on or atier their
arrival. but in the meanwhile | hope that in
the Amir’s speech this vear he will restore the
unconditional right of return prescribed by
mternational law

Wehave had somecurtain raisers for the
National Day announcements, so we have
some idea already ol what is proposed.

First. there is already a Supreme Na-
tional Committee, under the chairmanship
ol the Justice Minister Sheikh Abdutlah bin
Khalid al-Khalita, a member of the roval
tamily. which holds practically every impor-
tant position in Bahraini society. trom Min-
isters to judges to Ambassadors. to the head
ol the Bahrain Union of Table Tennis just
appointed. Sheikha Haya bint Abdul Aziz al-
Khalita. This National Charter Committee
has been appointed to produce anew Consti-
tution. and has been discussing a dratt writ-
ten by loreign expertssince December 2. The
documentistobeapproved and handed on to
alarger group ol 3.000 people. also entirely
appointed. and presumably it is then prom-
ulgated by decree.

One problem with thescarrangements is
thatunder Article 104 of the existing Consti-
tution. as 1 pointed out to the Ambassador.
amendments can only be made by a two-
thirds majority of the Assembly. which of
course has not met since 1975, However. if’
the intention is genuinely to replace a partly
clected Assembly. as it was under the 1973
Constitution. with a fully clected Assembly
having plenary legislative powers, nobody is
going to argue with that

Indeed. i'that is all there is to the pro-
posal. itis hard to see why no public discus-
sion ol thedratt has beeu allowed. Six people
resigned trom the National Charter Commit-
tee atter they were ordered not to distribute
copics ol the draft. and two seminars to
discuss the proposals were lorbidden by the
Government. 11 the al-Khality sav they are
offering people greater treedom and democ-
racy. it is a paradox that right at the begin-
ning of the process. all debate is silenced
outside the closed doors of an appointed
Committee. Virgil's tag. | fear the Greeks.
even when they are bearing gifts. has to
apply to the ofer being made by the Amir,
and as | told the Ambassador when we
discussed it recently, we need to look at the
small print

Il'the new elected Parliament had unfet-
tered power to enact legislation, and il there
1s separation of the executive, the Parliament
and the judiciary from cach other. as was
first explained to me, 1 should welcome the
proposed changes. But from whathas leaked
out. the proposals are not democratic.
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Why 1s 1t necessary in a small country
like Bahrain to have the top-heavy structure
ol'atwo-chamber legislature? As 1 said to the
Ambassador, the Scandinavian countries all
have single-chamber Parliaments. So do
many other smaller states such as Guyana,
with a population a little bigger than Bah-
rain’s, or Papua New Guinea, withapopula-
tion ol over three mithon. This proposal
arouses the suspicion that the intention 1s to
create a louse like the House of Lords ol'a
century ago, to Irustrate the will ol the peo-
ple.

| understand that the prerogative ol ap-
pointing Mimsters 1s stll to be held by the
Amir, who would thus continue to enjov
powers cquivalent to those of'a US President,
but without the popular mandate. Also, un-
like the US, these Ministers would occupy a
third of'the scats in the lower house, giving
the Amir a signiticant power over legislation
as well.

In addition, there is a provision that on
certain important issuces, the two Touses
have to meet jomtly, giving the appointed
members ol the upper House and the Minis-
ters in the lower House a built-in majority.

The dralt contains no proposals for re-
pealing the State Sccunity Law and dissolv-
g the State Secunty Court. as I had been led
to expect. The Presidentofthe State Security
Court. whois ol'coursc amember of the royal
lanmily. 1s also onc ol the members of the
Committee whichisexpected to rubber stamp
the proposals. T'rue, the National Committee
suggests that the new “democratic system’
should “segregate the powers ol the execu-
tive and the judiciary, and if' this means that
the State Scecurity Court is to be abolished, |1
warmly welcome that as a positive develop-
menlt. However, we should note a comment
made by In a book published in 1977 by
Protessor Nathan Brown of George Wash-
mglon University

"I'rulerscannot outmanocuvre, mollify,
or avoid independent Judges then their au-
thority is truly circumscribed. No govern-
menti the Arabworldis likelvto allow such
a situation to develop willingly... Neither an
ambitious judicial actor (such as Lgypt Su-
preme Constitutional Court) nor a demo-
cratic movement (such as Kuwait parha-
ment) has been able to restrict executive
authorities in matters deemed critical by
sentor exeeutive authorities”.

An independentjudiciary, with the right
tostrike downacts ofthe executive which the
courts decide are unconstitutional. would
certainly restrict the powers of the exceutive,
If that 1s what the Committee wants, they
should make themscelves clear. And it their
Constitution is to be based. as they say n
vesterday’s GullDaily News, on “long-stand-
ing democracies throughout the world’, it
mustincorporate basic human rights such as
Ireedom {rom arbitrary arrest and imprison-
menl, the rightto a fair trial. the right o life,
the right 1o freedom of religion including the
right to manifest one’s religion. 1 did not see
anvthing inthe Committee’s statement about

the human rights content ol the new Consli-
tution, or about how citizens who claim therr
rights have been violated are to be given an
cllective remedy.

Much credit has been given to the Gov-
crnment ol Bahrain for establishing a Tlu-
man Right Committee, including a mention
by the FCO in their annual report. | wrote to
the Chairman of the Shura Council on Sep-
tember 15 asking him what the Commitiee
had done, and was disappointed not to get a
reply, considering that one ol the Commit-
tee’s lunctions, as | discovered by asking a
Parliamentary Question in licu of direct con-
tact with the Commttee. 1s “activating joint
work with similar Gult. Arab and interna-
tional committees’. It would be useful il the
Parliamentary Human Rights Group could
know whatthe Bahrain counterpartis domg.
It apparently has no rennt to consider mdi-
vidual complaints, and nor does any other
orgamsationin Bahraim. The Commttee does
have the responsibility of *following up hu-
man rightsissues”, but as it has done nothing
public. onchas noidea what these issues are.
Has 1t looked at torture, or Ireedom ol ex-
pression, or Ireedom ol assembly?

What does the Committee think about
the Government's prohibition ol an NG()
human nights comnuttee? Eighteen people
applied to form a Bahram Human Rights
Society on August 12. Alter two and a halr’
monthsthe Ministerof Labout. Mral-Shoalla,
called a meeting of some ol the 18 and told
them (a) he thought the government commit-
tce was suflicient and (b) this was not the
right ime.

What doces 1t think about the idea that
Government should have unlimited power to
stop privale individuals forming commttees
or meceting to discuss current atlairs? Has it
provided anv inputto the Supreme National
Committee? Hasithad anything to say about
the right of the Committee for Popular Peti-
tion to have a say on the new Constitution,
and 1o be involved in the process of examin-
ng it?

If'the Amir claims to have popular sup-
port for s scheme ol constitutional retorm,
why not subject it to the test of public opin-
10n, by holding an ¢lection under the existing
constitution at which there can be a lull
publicdebate? If'voters like the scheme, they
will clect representatives who promise to
carry it into cllect. The Assembly can then
make the constitutional changes in a way
that is lawlul under the existing constitution.
It seems to me perverse to say that you are
going to return o an even stricter adherence
1o constutionality than you had before and
then immediately to violate the existing con-
stitution, by using decree powers.

Under the existing proposals, there is to
be no genuinetest of popular opinion. Onee
the constitutional amendments have been
agreed behind closed doors by the 435 per-
sons chosen by the Ruler, now reduced to 39
by resignations. they will be submitted to a
gathering of 3,000, also hand-picked. and
their task will be 1o ratitv the document

without amendment. With that many peo-
ple. it would be impossible to have a line by
line discussion, as would be normal m a
constituent assembly which is in ¢llect de-
ciding a brand new Constitution. What can
be expected 1s that a senies ol speakers will
heap extravagant praise on the document
and the Ruler, and it will then be passed
without a dissenting voice. as m the national
forums ol communist states.

At the same time, there is to be a great
extravaganza ol lireworks, balloon displays,
car and motoreyele displavs on what 1s de-
scribed asthe “WellofDeath”, exhibitions by
various ministrics and expatriate communi-
tics. and “l'un games™. Perhaps, hke the Ro-
man Emperors, the al-Khalifas hope to dis-
tract the people Irom more serious matlers by
a cheap cireus.

I am told. by the PR ageney which has
been engaged by the Bahrain Embassy. that
I should sav somcthing positive about the
changes which have oceurred sinee Sheikh
Ilamad succeeded his late father. 1t strikes
me that 1 Bahrain really had a good story to
tell. they would not need to employ PR

agents atall. and | deprecate the practice off

using lobbyists which is universal in Wash-
inglon but has happily been avoided in Lon-
don up tonow. I think that it would be in the
public interest it these tirms were obliged to
disclose the amounts they spend on behalfol
their foreign clients. including the hospital-
iy dispensed to MPs and peers who visit
their countries.

I'do not believe itis my duty to echo the
lackevs tor whom evervthing the al-Khalifas
do 1s wonderlul. There are a good many ol
them. and perhaps one dissenting vorce may
be permitted. 1171 cannot make comments
which grate on the cars ol the roval fanmly in
l.ondon, what chance is there ol an opposi-
tion being allowed to develop in Bahrain?
And democracy without an opposition would
be an antinomy. a philosophical contradic-
tion. But lets be lair. and welcome the deer-
sion togive evervadult the night tovote. Fven
i the “Parhament” is unable to pass any
legislation that does not meet with the ap-
proval of the royal tannly, it may provide a
forum in which opposition voices can be
heard. And once people taste the right to
vote, their prelerences naturally have to be
considered by the candidates.

The right to clections also means the
right to form political partics. 1o publish
manilestos, to hold mecetings. (o distribute
Iiterature, and to have lair access to the
media. Theretore however limited the role of
the new Parhament may be. it could be the
means ol allowing the people to come out
and express their views on matters that are
notwithin the competence of the Parhament
Itwould be possible. even, for the CPP o put
up a hst of candidates Whether or not the
rules of the game are to be framed so as to
allow all this to happen remains to be seen.

(Note: The so-called "popual congress”
was cancelled without an oflicial notice. )






