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The international agreements and conventions have all
ensured the right to access information, considering it
a basic right for humans that contributes to supporting
.their freedom of opinion and expression

The UN General Assembly had adopted in its first ses-
sion in 1946 Resolution No. 59, which stipulates that
obtaining information is a main right that paves the way
for people to enjoy other freedoms the UN thrives to
realize

In order to guarantee that this right is protected by coun-
tries, a law must be available in all states that clearly
.recognize people’s right to access information

To this effect, more than 50 countries have enacted laws
related to the access of information, while a number of
other states have clearly stated this right in their consti-
.tutions, such as Thailand and Nepal

The International Bill of Human Rights did not leave
the core meaning of the access to information vague;
on the contrary, it has clearly specified its concept and
.requirements

The UN has also outlined the legal guarantees that
should be included in legislation related to obtaining
information, such as the maximum exposure of data,
limited exception to the full exposure, the cost for ac-
cessing the information and time needed to receive an-
.swers to the inquiries

The Access to Information Law was endorsed in Jordan
.in 2007 after being approved by the Parliament

A Royal Decree was issued on June6, 2010 endorsing
the law and demanding its publication in the national
.gazette

Nevertheless, many questions have been raised on the
level of its abidance with the international standards in
terms of maximum exposure of information and other
Jlegal guarantees sat by the UN

Article 7 of the law stipulates that “all Jordanians have
the right to access information they asked for accord-
ing to the provisions of this law if they have legitimate
“interest of reason

Article 8 indicates that “officials shall facilitate the ac-
cess of information process and ensure the exposure of
information by the way stipulated by the provisions of
“the law

Despite the fact that articles 7 and 8 of the law underline
the need to facilitate the process of obtaining informa-
tion by citizens, several other articles have “emptied”
these two provisions from their value, such as Article
10, which identified the type of information that should
.not be requested

Data prohibited from being disseminated are those that
hold a “religious and ethnic discriminatory aspects, or
“bias related to gender or color

Two provisions of Article 11 hold additional restrictions
.to the access of information

The first paragraph of article 13 of the law entails that
officials should refrain from unveiling information
related to documents and secrets protected under any
.other law

The Access for Information Law highlights way to ap-
ply for information through a specific application that
should outline the applicants’ name, place of residency
and work, in addition to identifying the subject of the
.wanted information in detail

Article 9 stipulated that officials shall approve or reject
the application thirty days from the date of its submis-
sion and that reasons behind rejecting the claim should
.be provided

Regarding the cost of obtaining the information, appli-
cants are responsible for undertaking dues derived from
.copying the required documents, according to the law

Taking a look at the law, it is clear that Jordan has not
abide by the international standards and had put wide
restrictions on information that should be provided to
the public through the Access to Information Law or
.others laws

(I y

The right o access information ., from restricting the right fo know 1o nof acknowledging if af al
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W By Farah Maraqa
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Journalists in Jordan in general suffer from
the lack of a genuine and effective regulation
for the access to information process, while
those who manage to obtain them either en-
joys personal relations with officials or abil-
ity to secure good network of sources

Facts on ground have unveiled that the 2007
Access to Information Law is not enough to
regulate this process, nor does it serve the
Jjournalism work

Interviewed media figures have said that
blocking the major component of journalis-
tic material —information- reflects negatively
on the accuracy of the final product in time
where officials are calling on the media to be
.accurate in their publications

Director of the investigative reporting section
at the Ammannet and Al Balad radios, Maj-
doleen Allan, Al Ghad daily Editor-in-Chief
Jumana Ghneimat and President of the Jor-
dan Press Association (JPA) Tareq Momani
have agreed that the law does not facilitate

.the work of reports

However, they underlined that this should not
be used as an excuse to public misleading or
.baseless information

Ghneimat and Momani have noted that Jor-
danian officials’ “customary mentality” and
“fear” of the accession of information by
Jjournalists make them choose to block them
Al Ghad’s editor-in-chief has added that re-
porters now enjoy the public’s confidence and
thus, they approach journalists themselves to
acquaint them with any type of information,
but warned that data derived this way might
.not be precise sometimes

President of the Centre for Defending the
Rights of Journalists (CDFJ) Nidal Mansour
has stressed that blocking information is the
largest violation committed against report-
.ers

Director of the CDFJ legal protection unit
lawyer Mohammad Qteishat echoed the same
sentiments, adding that despite being the first
law of its kind endorsed in the Arab world,
the Access to Information Law adds new re-
.strictions to the freedom of information

it has many loopholes that give officials ...
the opportunity to hide information easily,”

” .he noted

JPA president underlined that the association
has reiterated its calls to hold dialogue with
the government on means to amend the law,
.“but they were all “met with deaf ears

The number of applications received by the
National Library Department to obtain infor-
mation has went down in 2011, standing at
only 59 compared with 83 applications re-
ceived in 2010, according to the department,
.which said that all inquiries were answered
As for the Greater Amman Municipality, its
Spokesperson Mazen Farajeen has said that
the municipality has not received any appli-
cation asking for data, attributing the reason
behind this to the fact that it communicates
.with the public and journalists directly

The Labor Ministry has received around
240 inquiry application from reporters and
researchers in 2011, said director of the
ministry’s media department, Haytham Kha-
.sawneh

Meanwhile, CDFJ president held journalists
part of the responsibility for studies have
shown that the vast majority of them are ig-
norant of the provisions of the law, while oth-
.ers simply do not apply them

Most reports think that asking for the data via
phone is considered a “legal request”, said
.Mansour, who stressed that is not the case
Allan called on media people to place pres-
sure for amending the law in order to ensure
.that it is operating at its full capacity

The Access to Information Law gives those
who did not receive answers to their inquiries
the right to file complaints at the Information
Council to review the reasons behind refrain-
ing from providing them with the informa-
.tion

A draft to amend the law has been described
by legal and media experts as “disappoint-
ing”, despite official affirmations that it is
meant to facilitate the process of accessing
.information

For his part, Minister of Prime Ministry Af-
fairs and Legislation Kamel Saeed said the
new draft law reduces the time needed for
receiving the information and complaining
for being blocked , making it 15 days from
the day of the submission of the application
.nstead of 30

Moreover, he noted that it improves the rep-
resentation of the civil society organizations
.in the Information Council
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The draft law on the access to information did not need more than

one hour to be endorsed by the Parliament, which approved it ex-

actly the way it was referred by the government in a joint session

held by the 14th Lower House

The House committee did not listen to the views of bodies con-

cerned with the press freedoms, such as the Higher Media Coun-
cil (HMC) or the Center for Defending the Freedom of Journal-

Asts (CDEJ), on the law

Moreover, Lower House Speaker Abdul Karim Dughmi kept the
majority of the law’s provisions as referred by the government,
except for one amendment made by the Legal Committee on the
formation of members of the Information Council, which appoint
.minister of culture as the president of the council

The amendments also stipulate that the council should include
secretary generals of the National Library Department, HMC,
Department of Statistics and the ministries of justice and inte-
Tior

The Lower House endorsed the law in 2007 and was issued in
the national gazette the same year without any changes, except of
that made by the House Legal Committee

Since then, the law has been inciting fear and concerns over the
.massive calls demanding to be amended

Over the last five year, the application of the law has been under
the anticipated with only six cases recorded to have benefited for
it merely for testing its efficiency

To this end, the Access to Information Law has been extremely
neglected, inefficient and useless, which was the reason why
newspapers have been criticizing it ever since it saw the light
.of a day

On the international level, the UN General Assembly has stated
in 1946 that the “freedom of information is a fundamental human
right and the touchstone of all freedoms to which the United Na-
“tions is consecrated
This was translated in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, particularly in Article 19, which reads that “ everyone
has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right in-
cludes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek,
receive and impart information and ideas through any media and
Sregardless of frontiers

The states’ mentality prohibits
acquainting citizens with the law- poll
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The right for the dissemination and obtaining of information was
reiterated in the International Covenant on Civil and Political
.Rights, specifically in the second paragraph of Article 1

It says that “everyone shall have the right to freedom of expres-
sion; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either
orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any
“other media of his choice

Locally, the 1991 National Charter stipulates that the “freedom
of thought and expression, and access to information, must be
viewed as a right of every citizen, as well as of the press and other
“ mass media

The Jordan First document, issued in 2002, obliges government
to work towards “ensuring the flow of information from state
agencies and other public institutions to the specialized monitor-
.“ing bodies and the press

In 2005, a series of local activities have started to initiative a
law for the right to access information through workshops, after
.which the HMC drew a formula for the law and studies

Studies conducted in this year have shown that Jordanian journal-
ists suffer from three main challenges; the block of information,

nd A}
ons (CSOS) & Y%T By Amjad Safouri

the public and

ils that only_ﬂ_\i - under- ty, transparency and good governance .
The law i“‘lteaé by ts PIOVISIONS . Department Mohammaii Abgﬁ?;xe con- The survey, which was published on the social media
are gove Director of the National Library not excluded from the law, site “Facebook” and handed out to a number of students
However, éOs and private nstitutions af% associations e et e, citing 10 of Yarmouk University, indicated that information is
fined that C ded on equal footing with othert etation of the 1aw's article, perceived as the basic component for the progress and
sidered mch!he  are problems with the nterpr referred to the Lower House o of development of countries, while blocking them weak-
He said tbﬁittyerof amending the 1aw a?er b\fl\;%ng the law 10 specify the meaning .ens the culture and knowledge of people
the possiol . ested reform o " The interviewees, totaled 150, underscored that the
Lawyer }(haled Kh-}gﬁ?nsc‘ll\%(%ed in the law_ ation from state agencies 15 50 d&fle freedom to receiving and disseminating informa-
'i“StitUtlg/rl\sk? , g?xfi A%I)badi said obtaian‘f‘lé ‘“f;{‘g; getting the information from tion is guaranteed in the international agreements
Deputy Manm ifficulty amplifies and conventions and became an integral part of the
ficult, adding that th?\ X S ’ ines that institutions funded by the S‘atoi International Bill for Human Rights
rivate instituions & hurma underlines that I ruitments that are 1 They said that Jordan should amend the laws ac-
f/l anwhile, reporter Tamer K he wasta “favorizm and rec cording to the Law on the Access to Information for
e ’ 0 . o . :
quffer from b““”.a.“.cmcy due . Jlow up on the issue with officials .t is the foundation for ensuring the flow of data
based on capabﬁmes ian Press Association to follo § (o Information LaW Those who were surveyed believed that applying
He called on the Jor t?rf\:)r excluding CSOs I the Acces would unveil corruption in the public and private
¢ 1eas0

An “unscientific” opinion poll has showed that peo-
ple believe in the significance of the right to access
information, considering it to be the basis for liabil-

sectors and that the Arabic Spring cannot be con-
sidered complete without people’s ability to obtain

official censorship and not being informed with what they need in
.order to produce accurate journalistic materials
Before the passing of one year to the endorsement of the Access
to Information Law in 2007, prime minister Nader Dahabi has is-
sued a circular warning public employees from leaking any infor-
mation, press statements, particularly to weekly papers, holding
.those who do so liable
.His move was considered a flagrant breach of the law
The CDFJ issued a statement at that time, criticizing Dahabi’s
gesture and highlighting the number of international conventions
It violates
The HMC has organized a number of training workshops for pub-
lic sector employees, especially spokespersons, in order to raise
their knowledge of the Access to Information Law
In 2010, concerns over the law surfaced again and in 2011 Prime
Minister Marouf Bakhit pledged to revisit the law during his
meetings with parliamentarians, a step that can be considered the
first official reference to the law since its endorsement in 2007
Hereafter, the CDFJ issued a report on the status of media
freedoms in Jordan for the year 2010, including the first study of
.its kind on the Access of Information Law and it applications
The survey, which included 505 media personnel, showed that
around 71 per cent of journalists know about the law, while 29
.per cent said they are not aware of it
A total of 59 per cent believed that the law supports media
freedoms in varying levels (26.3 per cent substantially, 40.1 per
cent moderately and 14.6 per cent slightly), while 18 per cent
belieﬁ/ed that the law does not support the freedom of the press
ata
Last year, a total of thirteen deputies have signed a memo calling
on the government to amend the law for several reasons, indicat-
ing that many ministries and state agencies do not have informa-
tion inquiry applications, which are the main effort that can be
.undertaken to ensure the practice of the right and the law
Also in 2011, Jordan received very poor status in an international
survey on the application of the access to information law, rank-
.ing 87 out of the 89 countries that possess a similar law
In September 2012, the Cabinet endorsed some amendments
to the law and despite being short of meeting the international
standards, the changes pave the way for a more efficient law than
.the one endorsed in 2007
The amendments are expected to be endorsed by the next Parlia-
.ment

.information without restrictions

The vast majority of the interviewees said they have
heard of the Jordanian Access to Information Law,
while 35 per cent of noted that they have near heard
.of it and have no clue on what it entails

The majority also highlighted that the media outlets
are the main source for their knowledge of the law,
stressing that the society and youth rarely discuss it,
.according to the poll

Those who knew about the law believed that the
state’s approach to keep the confidentiality of its
documents is the reason behind its efforts to ensure
that the law is not widely known, especially among
.young Jordanians, showed the poll

They said that the fact that official information and
documents are not being archived is considered a
main obstacle facing information seekers, in addi-
tion to the difficulty of convincing officials to trust
the media outlets to provide them with the informa-
tion they want

Ironically, despite the fact that 65 per cent of the
surveyed knew about the law, almost 70 per cent of
whom were iﬁnorant of the fact that the law is ap-
.plicable for the citizens and journalists alike
The poll was conducted by 100 students studying
(different specializations in Yarmouk University
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Sociologists and psychologists underline
that child marriage is considered a crime
for children and violates international
laws, which identify children with those
.aged less than 18 years

Shocking statistics

Official figures on the marriage of girls are
.shocking

They reveal that that the number of girls
who marry in the ages (15-19) stood at
16,151 cases in 2010, or 27 per cent of the
total number of marriages, according to
.Shariaa courts

In addition, the number of girls aged (15-
19) reached 14,188 in 2003, increasing to
16,513 in 2008, registering an increase by
.500 on an annual average

On the other hand, divorces among the
same age group stood at 1,403 cases, going
.up to 1,813 in 2008 and 2,432 in 2010
Doctor Diala Tawalbeh said that changes
seen in the society have reduced of idea of
.child marriage

Nevertheless, official statistics show that
there are many cases of marriage incorpo-
rating minor girls in Jordan, which eventu-
.ally raises the chances of divorce
Director of Al Afaf Society Mufid Sarhan
underlined that the difficult living stand-
ards had risen the age of more not the con-
trar, noting that the average age of mar-
riage for men reaches 29.5 for men and
.about 27 for women

He highlighted that there are more than

PWD rights not in line with
international conventions

100,000 women who have passed 30 years
of age and still did not marry and that only
a minority of girls aged less than18 marry
.in Jordan

Sarhan stressed that child marriage is not
considered a phenomenon in the King-
.dom

He said that only 259 cases of divorces
were registered among underage marriag-
es out of the total number of divorces in
.2009, which stood at 2,939

Activists consider amending Article 5 of
the Jordanian Civil Status Law 1979 a na-
tional achievement, which stipulated that
.the age of marriage, should at least be 16
However, new amendments to the article
stipulate that the age of marriage should
at least be 18 years, but Sharia judges
can allow the marriage of those who have
competed 16 years in case the marriage
can achieve an interest specified by the
.Jjudges

This decision has resulted in the marriage
of 9,014 girls under 18 years in 2008 and
16,513 in 2009, a thing which requires
.new amendments to the law

Psychology professor at the University
of Jordan (UJ) Mohammad Habashneh
said that underage marriage among girls
are only allowed for exceptional reasons,
but stressed that minors are not medically
or socially capable of undertaking the re-
.sponsibility of marriage

He underlined that this marriage will most
Jlikely fail in producing a healthy family

-
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People with Disabilities (PWD) living in
remote areas in Jordan suffer from lack of
services and healthcare, a thing that is con-
sidered a “flagrant” abuse of citizens’ rights
granted by national laws and international
.agreements the Kingdom has ratified
Jordan is obliged to provide care for
PWD on equal footing with their peers
being one of the first countries to sign and
ratify the International Convention on the
Rights of People with Disabilities, which
was endorsed by the UN General Assem-
bly in 2006

Jordan signed the convention in 2007 and
then ratified it in 2008 and this underlines
the country’s commitment to protect the
rights of citizens with disabilities
Following the ratification of the conven-
tion, the 2007 Law on People with Dis-
abilities was enacted, ensuring the full
rights and dignity of PWD and drawing
up mechanisms to integrate them into the
society, build their capabilities, and raise
the public awareness on the rights and
.needs of citizens with disabilities

The Theiban district, which is located
quite far from the capital, sets a perfect
example on how the rights of those with
disabilities are neglected and marginal-
Jdzed

No official statistics are available for the
number of PWD residing in the area, but
their conditions vary in Theiban from se-
vere, moderate and mild mental impair-
ments to extreme physical disabilities, in
.addition to blindness and deaf

The vast majority of these cases stay at
home as their families hide them out of
“shame” amid a complete absence of in-
stitutions that are responsible to provide
.them with care and rehabilitate them
According to several sources from the area,
at least around 300 persons of disabilities
live in Theiban, some of whom go to pub-
lic schools that lack special educational
tools for them, which means that they are
.not benefiting from enrolling in schools
Around 70 per cent of the cost of services
provided by the society, are given by the
Higher Council for People with Disabili-
ties, while the rest come from donations,
while the Social Development Ministry
.plays no role in providing any support
Cadres working with PWD at the centre
also suffer from injustices as they receive
.very law services
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General Assembly resolution calling
for a universal moratorium on capi-
tal punishment as a positive step that
might pave the way for abolishing

More than 100 people in Jordanian
prisons waiting to be executed, living
with fear that “unofficial” suspension
of the death penalty since 2006 might
.end anytime

The death penalty has not been car-
ried out in the Kingdom since 2006,
when those who gunned down a
Jordanian diplomat in Beirut were
.hanged to death

Before 2006, a total of 51 executions
were carried out of the 108 death
sentences issued for people between
.2000 and 2006

Despite the de facto moratorium, of-
ficials are still reluctant to announce
that Jordan is on its way to complete-
ly abolish the capital punishment for
.good

To this effect, courts have continued
to issue death sentences in different
crimes. An average of 20 death pen-
alties is issued by the each year; 85
per cent by the Criminal Court and
15 per cent by the State Security
.Court

Observers have considered Jordan’s
abstention from voting on a 2010 UN

.the death penalty

The fact that some of those convicted
to death has been in jail for more than
30 years waiting to be executed poses
physical, mental and psychological
harms, particularly as some of whom
.has passed 60 years of age

The inconsistency of the Kingdom’s
stance vis-a-vis the abolishment of
the death penalty is inciting contro-
versies among the abolitionists and
those who support the penalty, ac-
cording to local human right activ-
JAStS

The government has denied its di-
rection to abolish the capital punish-
ment for good when it embarked on
amending some pieces of legislation
to substitute the death penalty to life
sentence, saying that Jordan rely on
international standards that limit the
punishment to the most dangerous
.crimes

Sociologist Majed Khayyat said that
Jordanians’ mentality is still gov-
erned by the tribal traditions, adding
that in all crimes, the family of the
victims resort to the tribe for justice

Death Penalty: suspension in practice, not in law

.before the law most of the time
Stressing the harmful consequences
of the penalty on the convicted and
his or her family, Khayyat called
for bolstering more efforts on the
grass-root level to ensure that people
understand the negative side of the
.death punishment

Mohammad Dughmi, a professor in
the Islamic penalties at the Islamic
International University, stressed that
the death penalties in Islam is limited
to the most-dangerous crimes and
that all penalties equal between the
.crime and its deserved punishment
The crime rate in Jordan is consid-
ered “low” compared with other
.world countries

An average of 92 murders are com-
mitted in Jordan each year, standing
at 67 in 2005, 96 in 2006, 98 in 2007
and 100 in 2008, going down to 91
.in 2009

According to Amnesty International,
95 per cent of executions carried
out in the last five years took place
in four countries, including the US,
China and Iran, while 139 countries
have abolished the death sentence
either in law or practice. Nearly 58
countries have kept the penalty in
their legal system



