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Democratisation and Political Parties in the Middle East and North Africa

Organized by the Netherlands Institute of Multiparty Democracy (NIMD), Dept. of Political Science at the University of Amsterdam & Hivos. 

Coordinator: Dr. Isam al Khafaji, Fellow on the Middle East and North Africa at NIMD.

Date: Monday 23 Feb. 2009 & Tuesday 24 Feb. 2009.

Number of Participants: 10-15 speakers plus NIMD/UvA/Hivos staff and representatives from Dutch Political Parties and NGOs.

Objective:

Since the beginning of 2008, the Netherlands Institute for Multi Party Democracy (NIMD) has been cautiously exploring the potential to launch a program directed at supporting political parties and organizations in the MENA region in order to foster the processes of democratic transformation and the establishment of a viable political and cultural atmosphere whereby pluralism and peaceful competition among the various actors may flourish. Alongside several other steps taken in this direction, we think that a brainstorming effort by scholars and practitioners who have considerable expertise on and knowledge of the ongoing developments in the region can play a major role in guiding our future work in this respect. We hope that the two-day workshop will gather some of the most knowledgeable people who will have at their disposal a draft study prepared by the NIMD that would serve as a rough outline for the workshop discussions. In order to create an atmosphere of frank discussion, we are planning to organise the meeting along the lines of the Chatham House rules.  

The workshop will be divided into two days. In the first day we hope to carry an open academic discussion for a select audience on a number of topics, such as political party life and alternatives for political parties in relation within the democratic transition process. The expected outputs of the first day would be to (i) get a more profound insight of the political party landscape of the MENA region in relation to democratic reform; (ii) look at potential alternative mechanisms that can enhance democratization in the MENA region (iii) delve deeper into the prospects and expectations with regard to political transformation in the region; (iv) test some of the basic assumptions, thesis and questions put forth in the NIMD desk study. The second day will be organized from a more programmatic angle. During the second day the NIMD hopes to learn more about (i) prospects and pitfalls of operating in an authoritarian setting; what are the windows of opportunity and what are the challenges, what room for maneuvering do political parties and CSAs (civil society actors) have?; (ii) collect (programmatic) lessons learned from experienced experts and program managers, (iii) elaborate on and add to the findings and recommendations of the Desk Study.  

By presenting both scholarly and practitioners’ views, our expectation is that the workshop could come out with sound analysis of the obstacles facing the process of democratic transformation and concrete recommendations on how to overcome these obstacles with special attention to assisting political parties in the region in undertaking this task, as well as recommendations on how international organizations such as NIMD can help in this process. Hivos & the Political Science Department of the University of Amsterdam have a special interest in this program because of their joint Knowledge Programme “ Civil Society in West Asia”.  Through this programme, the Political Science Department of the University Amsterdam together with Hivos and local researchers in Iran and Syria, take the lead in innovative research concerning the role of civil society in both countries. Subsequently, the research findings will be translated into policy advise and strategy, and disseminated in close cooperation with Civil Society Actors (CSAs) concerned. By co-organizing this workshop, Hivos & the Political Science Department of the University of Amsterdam aim to acquire insights about democratic transformation and prospects for alternative activism as well as to learn how to best support those actors.

List of invited guests: 

1. Prof. Dr. Gerd Junne, University of Amsterdam.

2. Dr. Reinoud Leenders, University of Amsterdam 

3. Mr. Paul Aarts, University of Amsterdam 
4. Prof. Sa’d El Din Ibrahim, Ibn Khaldoun Center, Cairo 
5. Prof. Sheila Carapico, Richmond University, 
6. Dr. Steven Heydemann, Vice President, US Institute of Peace.

7. Dr. Ghanim al Najjar, Head of the Dept. of Political Science, Kuwait University. 
8. Ms. Kristina Kausch, Researcher Democratisation Program FRIDE.  

9. Ms. Arwa Shobaki, Project Officer Democratisation Program in the MENA Region, Club of Madrid. 
10. Dr. Dina Melhem, Head of MENA programmes, Westminster Foundation of Democracy.   

Both workshop days will be attended by Hivos and NIMD staff, as well as a small, select group of invited persons coming from all walks of Dutch NGO, academic and political life. The workshop will be organized in The Hague, The Netherlands.

Agenda of the Workshop

Day 1

This first day will consist of presentations and open discussions about political party life, civil society actors and democratization in the MENA. All invited guests are more than welcome to share their views and insights. The day is structured in five moderated panels and two or three short contributions of invited speakers that kick off the debate. 
09.00 -  09.30

· Welcoming note that introduces the MENA project, NIMD and the Hivos/UvA’s roles 

09.30 - 10.45

Panel 1:  MENA regimes and political parties

· Glossary of the political landscape in the MENA region - Introduction and summary of desk study by Isam al Khafaji.

· Categorizing authoritarianism : How big is the room for maneuvering for political parties and oppositional groups in authoritarian settings? Two very different case studies (Jordan and Egypt) will focus on the following questions in order to give some more insight in this matter: (I) The relationship between ruling parties, or monarchs, and opposition parties. How much space is there for opposition parties and oppositional groups, and how much access do they have to media. What other restraints are there (electoral procedures, legislative difficulties, jobs etc)? (ii) The dynamics of the Jordanian and Egyptian regimes are very different. How do these dynamics work, and is it possible to assess a prognosis for democratic change and political reform in these countries? 

Case studies:

Jordan 

Egypt 

Invited Speakers:

Dr. Steven Heydemann, US Institute of Peace.

Prof Sa’d El Din Ibrahim, Director Ibn Khaldoun Research Center.

10.45 – 11.00 

Coffee Break

11.00 - 12.15

Panel 2: Are political parties in the MENA region in a crisis? 

Opposition parties are increasingly being criticized. Within the MENA region even the word 'party' has increasingly become discredited. Are opposition parties representing credible, challenging oppositional actors, or are they merely co-opted, weak and regime-dependent institutions? Why are grassroots movements such as the Muslim Brothers so strong, why did secular opposition grow so weak and what prospective does this give in terms of possibilities for democratic reform pushed for by (secular) parties? Perhaps even more importantly, can the MENA region do without political parties if it wants to democratize? A number of countries (Algeria, Morocco, Egypt and Lebanon) and examples of political parties will be touched upon in this panel, as well as the following questions:

· Position of governing party and legitimacy of ruling political parties

· Position of discredited/failed/weakened/elitist secular parties vis a vis strong Islamic (grassroots) movements (Egypt/ Lebanon/Morocco) 

· Military establishments  and opposition (Algeria)

Invited Speakers:

Kristina Kausch, Researcher FRIDE

Case Studies:

Morocco and Algeria
12.15 – 13.15 Lunch Break

13.15 – 14.15

Panel 3: Structure of Political Parties in MENA

Are there radical differences between secular parties/movements and religious parties/movements in terms of their organizational structure and ideological make-up? How democratic are the structures and internal lives of the MENA political parties? To what extent do parties and movements have clear ideologies, party programs and platforms and  what influence does the authoritarian setting have on the make-up and ideology of political parties?

· Accountability and transparency

· Internal party life, disclosing financial resources  

· Party programs, ideology, platforms and manifestos

Invited Speakers:

Dr. Azza Karam
Case studies:

Speakers are invited to propose case studies

14.15 – 15.15               

Panel 4:  Democratic Transformation as an Objective of Political Parties in MENA

· How high is the goal of democratic transformation on the agenda of political parties? Is the extent and content of political reform being debated, also internally within parties? Do they have a clear-cut vision on democratic transformation and political reform? 

· What do various parties mean by “democracy” and what about their adherence to democratic principles such as transparency, accountability and tolerance? 

· How do political parties vary in their political stances towards vulnerable sections of their respective societies and/or minorities? What are the different points of view in this regard?

Invited Speakers:

Dr. Dina Melhem, Westminster Foundation

Case studies:

Syria, Lebanon and Iraq
15.15 – 15.30 Coffee Break

15.30 – 16.45

Panel 5: Alternative Mechanisms for Political Activism in MENA 

What other actors are of importance in the MENA? What non-political actors push for political reform and what is their position in society? In this panel. Two cases will be explored, Yemen and the GCC. In particular we would like to touch upon the relationship between the new media and political activism: the position and role of Bloggers, Websites and Satellite TV. A focus will be on:

· Assessing the difference between independent organisations and government affiliated or state controlled organizations and actors (Unions, Opposition Associations such as youth, women, workers, unions, Islamic organisations and other CSAs). What part of civil society is co-opted or controlled by the state and what part is independent? Which organisations represent grassroots initiatives, which don't  - and how do both grassroots and non-grassroots actors and organisations look at political reform issues?

· What is the role of independent civil society organizations with regard to political activism -do these organizations have reform agendas? 

· Are civil actors drivers for change in the MENA? What potential for pressing for political change or for mobilising grassroots support for change is there in this regard? 

Invited Speakers:

Prof. Sheila Carapico, Richmond University

Dr Ghanim al Najar, Kuwait University

Case studies:

Yemen

Gulf States
16.45 – 17.15 Conclusions and Wrap-up 

Day 2

Closed Expert Meeting Focusing on Programmatic Possibilities in the MENA Region for the NIMD

This day will focus on specific contributions from people who are active in the field of democracy assistance in the MENA region, or who have researched democracy assistance in the region. At the same time, we will also be looking for input from invited academic experts on democracy assistance in the MENA region. 

The second day is planned to be an interactive day with all participants gathering at a round table. All will be able to contribute and reflect and share recommendations and lessons learned. In order to structure the day, the whole day will be moderated and for each specific theme three key contributors are selected. 

Democracy Assistance in the Middle East and North Africa: 

09.15 - 10.30

Commenting on the Desk Study that is prepared by the NIMD Fellow dr. Isam al Khafaji; Elaborating on the Document and Possibly Adding More Findings and Recommendations .

Key contributors: 

Dina Melhem, Kristina Kausch, Azza Karam
10.30 - 10.45 Coffee Break

10.45-12.30

The Potentials and Limits of NIMD, Hivos and other International Institutions Activities in Authoritarian Settings: How Big is Our Room for Maneuvering in the MENA region, How Big Are the Constraints Set By the Authoritarian Regimes? 

Key contributors:

Dina Melhem, Arwa Shobaki

12.30 13.30 Lunch Break

13.30 – 15.00

Assessing Criticism on Democracy Assistance in the MENA: What Are the Major Lessons to be Learned, How to Avoid Potential Pitfalls, Such as Strengthening Authoritarianism Through Democracy Assistance Initiatives?

Key contributors: 

Kristina Kausch (Barcelona process perspective)

All participants

15.00-15.15 Coffee Break

15.15 – 16.45 

What Can and Can’t We Do to Enhance Multi Party Democracy, And How Can We Best Support Democratisation? What are the Windows of Opportunity?

Key contributors:

All participants

16.45-17.00

Conclusions and Wrap-up
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