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The Right to Freedom of Expression on Trial in Israeli Magistrate Court

The trial of a newspaper editor, and the author of a weekly column that interpreted Koranic verses, begins on Wednesday 4 May 2005, in Israeli Magistrate Court in the town Safad. 

The indictments against Tawfiq Jabarin, prominent activist, and editor of Sawt al-Haq wal-Huriyya (Voice of  Justice and Freedom), and Sheikh Abd Al-Rahman Bakirat, religious figure, and author of the column, Fi Dhilal Aya (Interpreting A Verse), were laid by the state prosecutor’s office, and approved by the Attorney-General on 27 January 2004. 

The charge, laid against both editor and columnist is, “incitement to violence or terror,” under amendment 144D2 to section 5737-1977 of the penal code. The amendment became law just days before it was used to lay the indictments, and pertains specifically to the interpretation of a Koranic verse made in one article, published on 7 June 2002. The column in question was submitted to, and approved by Israeli censors, prior to its publication. 

This is not the first time that the Israeli authorities have attempted to use the law to deny the right to freedom of expression for the staff at Sawt al-Haq wal-Huriyya. On 22 December 2002, Eli Yishai, then Minister of the Interior, notified the editors of the newspaper of his intention to shut them down, based on an obscure provision from the period of the British Mandate; i.e. Article 19 of the 1933 Press Ordinance. The Minister of the Interior backtracked on his decision after the filing of a persuasive appeal by the newspapers’ attorneys. 

This time around, a petition was made to the Attorney-General in June 2004, challenging the validity of the indictment on the basis that it smacks of bias and political machinations, as statements on an even more inflammatory nature can be regularly found in Ultra-Orthodox publications like that of the Shas party. The petition was refused, and the trial is going ahead anyway. 

I’lam calls upon the international community, and in particular journalists, to bring attention to this matter in all relevant public fora. For those of you who are in the region, we ask that you attend and cover the trial in a show of solidarity with the right of individuals, and journalists, to freedom of expression, and freedom of worship.   

For more information, please contact: Maysaa Abu ElHaija, Advocate at I’lam, Tel. +972-4-6001370, Mobile. +972-52-8717438. 
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