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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
During the last quarter of 2018 the UAE’s human rights record came under 
increased scrutiny with the imprisonment of British scholar Matthew Hedges 
on dubious espionage charges.

Alongside this, prison conditions in Emirati jails continued to deteriorate, 
leading Nasser bin Ghaith to endure over 75 days on hunger strike.

The UAE continued to detain prisoners of conscience. The courts upheld the 
sentence of prominent rights activist Ahmed Mansoor - and refused to release 
Jordanian journalist Tayseer al-Najjar, despite the completion of his three-year 
prison sentence.

Furthermore, sustained disregard for human rights in the Gulf state led the EU 
Parliament to adopt a resolution calling for an export ban of spyware 
technologies to the UAE.
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Matthew Hedges, a British PhD 
student, was detained by Emirati state 
security officers at Dubai airport in May 
2018 over allegations of spying for the 
UK government. 

Hedges, who had been on a two-week 
research trip for his doctoral thesis on 
Emirati security and foreign policies 
after the Arab Spring, was consequently 
sentenced to life imprisonment in the 
UAE. 

A few days later, following a public 
outcry over his sentence, he was 
granted a presidential pardon and 
allowed to return home on 26 
November 2018.

He has since spoken of the 
‘psychological torture’ he endured 
during his six-month imprisonment. 

He said that he was often shackled in 
chains and threatened with physical 
abuse during lengthy interrogation 
sessions, which in some cases lasted up 
to 15 hours. 

Hedges said that on one occasion 
interrogators threatened to take him to 
an overseas military base to be tortured 
if he refused to confess to the 
allegations. 

He also claims to have been offered 
leniency if he agreed to become a 
double agent for the UAE and spy on 
the UK - he was ordered to steal 
documents from the British Foreign 
Office.

Commenting on his detention 
conditions, Hedges alleges to have 
been kept in darkness for 23 hours a 
day; made to sleep on the floor for the 
first four weeks of his detention and 
force-fed a dangerous cocktail of drugs 
to treat his anxiety. 

The Durham PhD student has now 
launched a campaign in an effort to 
clear his name of all charges.

BRITISH PHD STUDENT SENTENCED TO 
LIFE THEN PARDONED
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In October 2018, jailed academic Dr. 
Nasser bin Ghaith went on hunger 
strike over the conditions of his 
detention.  

The hunger strike lasted at least 75 
consecutive days, according to a source 
close to the human rights defender. 

He had been on hunger strike twice 
before over his initial conviction and 
the conditions of his detention in Abu 
Dhabi’s al-Razeen prison maximum 
security prison, which predominantly 
holds political prisoners. 

He claims to have been regularly 
beaten by prison warders, held in 
solitary confinement and routinely 
denied access to basic medical care at 
al-Razeen.

In an effort to end his latest protest, 
Emirati security forces are reported to 
have subjected the academic to death 
threats and beatings. 

The prominent economist, who 
lectured at the Abu Dhabi branch of 
Paris-Sorbonne University, is currently 
serving a 10-year sentence handed 
down in March 2017 for posting 
Twitter comments critical of the UAE 
authorities.

Prior to his conviction he was subjected 
to an enforced disappearance, where 
he was held for almost a year without 
charge and denied access to a lawyer.

Amnesty International and Human 
Rights Watch are campaigning for his 
immediate and unconditional release.

PROMINENT ECONOMIST ON HUNGER 
STRIKE FOR 75 DAYS
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Ahmed Mansoor’s 10-year prison 
sentence for criticising the government 
on social media was confirmed by the 
UAE’s Federal Supreme Court on 31 
December 2018.

The award-winning Emirati rights 
activist had filed an appeal against the 
harsh sentence handed down to him 
for a series of Twitter posts. 

The final verdict upholding his sentence 
has sparked significant international 
condemnation, notably from several 
United Nations human rights bodies, 
the EU Parliament’s subcommittee on 
Human Rights, Amnesty International 
and Human Rights Watch.  

The UN Human Rights Office have 
called on the UAE authorities to 
immediately release Ahmed Mansoor, 
voicing concerns that “Mansoor’s 
conviction and harsh sentencing relate 
to his exercise of the right to freedom 

of expression and opinion”.

On 29 May 2018, Abu Dhabi’s Federal 
Appeals Court sentenced Mansoor to a 
decade in prison for “defaming the UAE 
through social media channels.” He was 
also fined 1 million Dirhams (£ 204, 
327) for insulting the status and 
prestige of the UAE and its symbols', 
including its leaders, according to the 
UAE state-owned publication The 
National.

Since the ruling Mansoor’s health is 
said to have deteriorated rapidly, all his 
visitation rights have reportedly been 
suspended and the exact place of his 
detention remains unknown - leaving 
him increasingly vulnerable to torture 
and ill-treatment.

LEADING RIGHTS ACTIVIST’S 10-YEAR 
SENTENCE OVER TWEETS UPHELD 
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The European Parliament adopted a 
resolution in October calling for an 
EU-wide ban on the export of all 
security equipment to the UAE, as 
criticism of the Gulf state’s human 
rights record continues to grow. 

The declaration follows years of EU 
states selling cyber-surveillance 
software to the country despite a 
sustained crackdown on government 
critics. 

October’s resolution also called for an 
amendment to the UAE’s Cybercrime 
Law, which MEP’s said was being 
“repeatedly used to prosecute human 
rights defenders.”

The legislation, introduced in 2012, 
effectively bans online criticism of the 
authorities and has been used to arrest 
scores of government critics in the 
UAE, including teachers, judges, 
journalists and lawyers.

MEP’s said that security equipment 
from EU member states had made this 
level of repression possible.

Last year a BBC investigation revealed 
that Britain’s BAE systems had made 
large-scale exports of mass surveillance 
technologies to the UAE, enabling the 
authorities to monitor the movements 
and communications of human rights 
activists in the country.  According to 
Campaigns Against Arms Trade (CAAT), 
between 2008 -2018, UK sales of 
dual-use technology, software and 
security equipment often used for 
military purposes, stood at £6.9bn.

Parliamentarians urged EU member 
states to implement “an EU-wide ban 
on the export, sale and maintenance of 
any form of security equipment to the 
UAE, including internet surveillance 
technology, which could be used for 
internal repression”, and to make the 
respect for human rights “a 
precondition to any further 
development between the EU and the 
UAE.

EU PARLIAMENT ADOPTS RESOLUTION 
TO BAN SALES OF SPYWARE 
TECHNOLOGY TO UAE
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The UAE refused to release Jordanian 
journalist Tayseer al-Najjar in December 
despite him completing his three-year 
jail term, prompting strong 
condemnation from rights groups.

In March 2016, al-Najjar was sentenced 
to three years in prison and fined 
500,000 Dirhams ($136,00) under the 
UAE’s cybercrime law for Facebook 
posts which allegedly declared support 
for Hamas and criticised the UAE, as 
well as President Sisi of Egypt.

Prior to his conviction he was held in an 
unknown location for over a year 
without charge and denied access to a 
lawyer. 

Although al-Najjar has now completed 
his sentence, he will remain imprisoned 
for a further six months because he is 
unable to pay the hefty fine of 500,000 
Dirhams.

Heavily criticising the court's decision, 
Middle East Director of Human Rights 
Watch, Sarah Whitson, said: 

“Al-Najjar, who should not have been 
jailed in the first place, should not have 
to suffer another day in a UAE prison,”

“If the UAE were truly committed to its 
rhetoric of tolerance, it would not have 
ripped Najjar away from his wife and 
children for years-old innocuous 
Facebook posts.”

UAE REFUSE TO RELEASE JORDANIAN 
JOURNALIST TAYSEER AL-NAJJAR 
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