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“We were not reaching the people 
as we filmed it. It was disappointing 
because we call ourselves the messenger 
of the truth, the voice of the people. But 
we became the people fabricating the 
story,” he says.

Soon after, he earned an internship 
with Deutche Welle in Berlin where he 
lives today. For him, however, indepen-
dently reporting the news in Europe is 
superficial in a way that may accept 
political correctness over sending a 
message. 

“I am not expecting to see something 
here in Europe which is going to interest 
me,” Bulbul says. “It interests me more 
when a kid from Gaza stands in front of 

the camera in perfect language expres-
sing the situation he is living in.”

Getting such stories broadcast is 
more difficult since Operation Cast Lead, 
Israel’s military offensive against the 
Gaza Strip during the winter of 2008-
2009. Palestinians call it the Gaza War 
that claimed around 1,400 Palestinians, 
318 of which were women and children 
according to B’Tselem, an Israeli infor-
mation centre for human rights in the 
Occupied-Territories. Thirteen Israelis 
were also reportedly killed.

Offenses like this lead non-govern-
mental organisation Reporters without 
Borders to rank Israel 150th in its Press 
Freedom Index, citing nearly 20 journa-

lists in the Gaza Strip injured by Israeli 
military forces and three killed while 
covering the offensive. 

“As regards its internal situation, Is-
rael sank 47 places in the index to 93rd 
position” says the NGO. “This nose-dive 
means [Israel] has lost its place at the 
head of the Middle Eastern countries, fal-
ling behind Kuwait (60th), United Arab 
Emirates (86th) and Lebanon (61st).”

Everyday risk
Threats from officials on all sides,  

near-death trampling by tanks and ca-
terpillars - journalists in war zones all 
over the world recognize the everyday 
hazards of their job. Then came the 

event that ultimately brought Omer to 
the Netherlands, where he now lives and 
receives medical treatment. 

That story begins in 2008, after a 
24-year-old Omer won the 2007 Martha 
Gellhorn Prize for Journalism. He was 
given the honour because, “everyday, 
he reports from a war zone, where he 
is also a prisoner. He is a profoundly 
humane witness to one of the great 
injustices of our time. He is the voice 
of the voiceless… Working alone in 
extremely difficult and often dangerous 
circumstances, [Omer and co-recipient 
Dahr Jamail] have reported unpalatable 
truths validated by powerful fact,” said 
the prize committee. 

For Omer, attending the prize recepti-
on in London would mean leaving Gaza. 
Gazan residents rarely get permission to 
leave. That is why award-winning Au-
stralian journalist John Pilger and Dutch 
politician Hans van Baalen stepped in. 

“Omer is a decent and manageable 
journalist, and I wanted to help him,” 
says Van Baalen. “I helped him twice to 
leave Gaza to cross Israel into the West 
Bank and to Jordan and on to the Nether-
lands and Great Britain.”

The first time came when a Dutch 
youth liberals congress invited Omer to 
speak and asked for Van Baalen’s help 
arranging his attendance. The then 
member and spokesman of the Foreign 
Affairs commission convinced Dutch Mi-
nister of Foreign Affairs Ben Bot and the 
Dutch Ambassador in Tel Aviv to help. 

“I said I am a good friend of Israel, 

I still am, and I think journalists and 
people who have a special job of a non-
violent nature, who are objective, should 
be able to cross borders. I think the fact 
that I am a friend to Israel made it pos-
sible to convince them to let Mr. Omer 
leave through Israel. It would have other-
wise been much more difficult,” says Van 
Baalen. It was a political miracle that 
helped make Omer’s travel to the London 
awards ceremony possible. 

Award sacrifice
While in London, Omer had his shi-

ning moment engaging with MPs and 
journalists in perfect English and with a 
warm personality. 

After the awards ceremony, he flew 
from London to Paris to Amman, ar-
riving at the Allenby Bridge checkpoint 
between Jordan and the West Bank. Se-
curity that Omer believes were the Israeli 
internal security service, Shin Bet took 
his belongings, asked for his prize mo-
ney and forced him to strip at gunpoint. 

Omer, sick from their interrogation, 
was left vomiting while gunmen jammed 
a foot on his neck and dug fingers into 
his eyes and ears.  

Shin Bet forces responded that “a 
careful search was made of his person 
and his luggage, due to the suspicion 
that he had been in contact with hostile 
entities who had requested that he bring 
something in with him...during the body 
search, the person in question received 
decent treatment and no extraordinary 
measures were taken against him.” 

Omar’s interrogation left him bat-
tered, severely injured and traumatized 
but, Omer could not receive proper treat-
ment in Gaza and declined treatment in 
Israel. “At that time I convinced Minister 
of Foreign Affairs, Maxime Verhagen to 
allow Omer to be treated in the Nether-
lands,” says Van Baalen. 

Today, doctors at hospitals in the 
Hague, Arnhem, and Leiden are trea-
ting Omer for spinal cord damage, but 
thankfully he can keep the ribs they 
thought they would have to remove. “I 
am pleased that he is receiving neces-
sary medical treatment. That is the most 
important thing. It is a humanitarian 
case. I am happy he is able to work as 
well,” says Van Baalen.

Meanwhile, Omer studies and does 
research at the International Institute 
of Social Studies in the Hague. He conti-
nues to report on Gaza and other issues, 

using Skype while training loved ones 
back home to photograph the events. 

Common cause
Alongside journalists and politici-

ans, academics Richard Falk and Noam 
Chomsky support Omer’s quest for truth 
in journalism. “But what about the jour-
nalists that have no allies? What happe-
nes to them? They are in deep trouble,” 
Omer says.

Press freedom in 2008 deteriorated 
worldwide, with any positive trends 
“overshadowed by a continued, relentless 
assault on independent news media by a 
wide range of actors, in both authorita-
rian states and countries with very open 
media environments,” according to Free-
dom House.

Mexico and Senegal have suffered the 
worst numerical drop, but even Israel, 
Italy, and Hong Kong slipped from the 
“free” category to “partly free.” 

Bolivia, Ecuador, Afghanistan, Sri 
Lanka, Russia, China, and Iran are all on 
downward trajectories. People living in 
Burma, Cuba, Eritrea, Libya, North Ko-
rea, Turkmenistan, Belarus, Uzbekistan, 
Equatorial Guinea, and Zimbabwe have 
little to no access to unbiased informa-
tion from independent media. 

“The existence and use of repressive 
legislation against journalists and media 
outlets is a key factor behind global 
declines, as are the persistent threats of 
physical harassment and attacks against 
reporters and the related problem of im-
punity for past cases of abuse,” explains 

Freedom House’s 2009 report of 195 
countries assessed for press freedom. 
Only 17 percent of the world’s population 
live in countries with free press.

Ideological exclusion
Omer is preparing to embark on a 

series of speaking engagements throug-
hout the U.S. to discuss conditions in the 
Gaza Strip. Due to leave 1 April, the U.S. 
Consulate in the Hague has kept his visa 
application on hold “without the expla-
nation that a visa denial would require,” 
says Sara Macaraeg, a representative 
from Haymarket books and initiator of 
the Chicago discussion Life and War in 
Gaza, a lecture series featuring Omer.

She suspects Omer’s application is 
being held up because of ideological ex-
clusion, a term coined by the American 
Civil Liberties Union for when foreign 
scholars and experts with speaking or 
teaching engagements are delayed or 
denied entry into the U.S. 

Sponsoring his Chicago talk, Hay-
market Books cite contemporaries 
who have been denied visas: Fulbright 
scholar Marixa Lasso, Oxford’s Tariq Ra-
madan, South African scholar and vocal 
Iraq War critic Dr. Adam Habib, and Iraqi 
physician Riyadh Lafta, who disputed 
Iraqi civilian death numbers. If letters of 
protest to U.S. Ambassador Fay Hartog 
Levin fail in what may be a potential 
case of ideological exclusion, then Omer 
will lecture via internet. 

The Life and War in Gaza discussion 
has 106 confirmed guests on Facebook. 
In addition, Macaraeg has launched 
a “We Demand Mohammed Omer Be 
Heard!” page on the social networking 
sight, with nearly 350 members at the 
time of print.

This time, Omer did not seek help 
from Van Baalen, who is now a member 
of European Parliament and out of the 
sphere of influence. 

Thanks to Skype, visa decisions will 
not affect Omer’s lecture circuit. In fact, 
such digital communications outlets can 
be redeeming, says Bulbul, who uses 
Facebook to post his own stories and 
photos. Omer uses his personal website 
as a public outlet in addition to regularly 
reporting for Scandinavian and Ameri-
can publications. 

“The truth is sour, as the Arabic ex-
pression goes,” Omer concludes. “But we 
have to tell it as it is. There is no other 
way out.”

Israeli check points like this West Bank stop (top) are where power-hungry guards can turn dangerous. The West Bank is kept 
separate from Israel by a metal fence and watch tower (above). Omer is one of the lucky conflict journalists, today he studies 
at the International Institute of Social Studies in the Hague (below). Photos: Malooly

“Journalists who are objective should be able to 
cross borders.”
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