Letter: Human Rights Organizations Call on President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi to Quash Ahmed Samir Santawy’s Verdict

16 July 2021 

The undersigned organizations call on Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi to quash the verdict against Ahmed Samir Santawy, an Egyptian researcher and anthropology student at the Central European University (CEU) in Vienna, Austria. On 22 June 2021, an emergency court sentenced him to four years in prison on charges of publishing "false news". His conviction is based solely on social media posts criticizing human rights violations in Egypt and the state’s mishandling of the pandemic. Since 23 June, Ahmed Samir Santawy has been on hunger strike to protest his unjust conviction; his life is at serious risk. 

Verdicts issued by the Emergency State Security Court, a special court that operates under a state of emergency, cannot be appealed and are only subject to the president's authorization. The state of emergency, imposed by President Sisi since April 2017 and renewed every three months with parliamentary approval, further undermines the rule of law in Egypt. 

Ahmed Samir Santawy was arbitrarily arrested on 1 February 2021 after being subjected to torture and other ill-treatment by officials of the National Security Agency (NSA), a specialized police force, shortly after his arrival from Vienna where he was studying. They subjected him to enforced disappearance for five days. During that time, they beat and questioned him about his academic work on women’s sexual and reproductive rights. 

On 6 February, the Supreme State Security Prosecution (SSSP), a special branch of the Public Prosecution responsible for prosecuting crimes that relate to “state security”, ordered his  detention pending investigation over unfounded terrorism-related charges on the basis of secret NSA investigations that neither he nor his lawyers have been allowed to examine. 

Following a global campaign calling for his release, the Egyptian authorities referred him to trial in a separate case. On 22 May, the SSSP opened a new criminal investigation against him over social media posts, and on 28 May, referred him to trial over the charge of spreading "false news to undermine the state, its national interests and public order and spread panic among the people" under article 80 (d) of the Penal Code. One month later, Ahmed Samir Santawy was sentenced to four years imprisonment on the basis of social media posts criticizing human rights violations in Egyptian prisons and the state’s mishandling of the pandemic that he denied writing.
 
During the hearing on 22 May 2021 before the SSSP, Ahmed Samir Santawy told prosecutors that he had been beaten the previous day by the deputy warden of Liman Tora prison. His lawyers requested his transfer to the Forensic Medical Authority to examine his injuries. On 25 May, the Ministry of Interior denied the allegations. No investigations have been conducted into these claims, as well as his previous complaints to prosecutors of being subjected to enforced disappearance, torture and other ill-treatment following his arrest on 1 February 2021 by the NSA.

The undersigned organizations urge President Sisi to use his legal authority to quash the unjust verdict against Ahmed Samir Santawy. The Attorney General must drop all the investigations into unfounded terrorism-related accusations against Santawy and release him immediately and unconditionally. The authorities must also conduct prompt, independent, impartial and effective investigations into allegations of torture and other ill-treatment. Pending his release, the authorities must grant him regular access to his family, lawyers and timely adequate healthcare. 

The undersigned organizations: 

1. Association for Freedom of Thought and Expression (AFTE).
2. Amnesty International.
3. The Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy (TIMEP).
4. Scholars at Risk (SAR).
5. Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights.
6. Human Rights Watch.
7. Project on Middle East Democracy (POMED). 
8. International Service for Human Rights.
9. IFEX.
10. Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR). 
11. Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS). 
12. Egyptian Commission for Rights and Freedoms (ECRF). 
13. Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI). 
14. The Middle East Studies Association (MESA).
15. PEN International. 
16. PEN America.
17. International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH).
18. World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT).
19. The Freedom Initiative. 
20. Access Now. 
21. CIVICUS. 
22. MENA Rights Group. 
23. Egyptian Front for Human Rights. 
24. Tunisian Human Rights League.
25. Hungarian Civil Liberties Union.
26. Österreichische Liga für Menschenrechte.
27. Arab Foundation for Civil and Political Rights - NEDAL. 
28. Egyptian Human Rights Forum. 
29. Regional Centre for Rights and Liberties. 
30. Intersection Association for Rights and Freedoms. 
31. HUMENA for Human Rights and Civic Engagement. 
32. Center for Civil Liberties (Ukraine). 
33. Réseau des Organisations de la Société Civile pour l'Observation et le Suivi des Élections en Guinée (ROSE). 
34. Confederación Sindical de Comisiones Obreras (CC.OO.). 
35. Epicenter.works.
36. Vigilance for Democracy and the Civic State (Tunisia). 
37. Jeunes Leaders de Tunis.
38. L'Association tunisienne pour la défense des libertés individuelles (ADLI). 
39. L'association des Femmes Tunisiennes pour la Recherche sur le Développement- AFTURD.
40. Nachaz- Tunisie.
41. Forum Tunisien pour les Droits Économiques et Sociaux, Tunis.
42. Syndicat National des Journalistes Tunisiens.
43. Association Danseurs Citoyens Sud - Tunisie.
44. L'association Citoyens & Solidaires - Tunisie.
45. Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF). 
46. L'initiative Mawjoudin pour l'égalité.
47. Kvinna till Kvinna.
48. Mwatana for Human Rights.
49. Gohoud to support human rights defenders.
50. Media Foundation for West Africa.
51. Initiative for Freedom of Expression - Turkey (IFoX).
52. Media Rights Agenda.
53. Freedom Forum Nepal. 
54. Humanrights.ch. 
55. Aufstehn.at - Verein zur Förderung zivilgesellschaftlicher Partizipation.
56. CNCD-11.11.11.
57. Cairo 52 Legal Research Institute.
58. A Buon Diritto Onlus.
59. Reporter ohne Grenzen (RSF) Österreich. 
60. Global Voices. 
61. Democracy for the Arab World Now (DAWN).
