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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The election of President Hassan Rouhani in 2013 gave rise to hopes both in Iran and internationally that the
human rights situation in the country would improve. However, over the course of his first term in office, the
country’s courageous human rights defenders, who were already struggling to recover from the 2009 post-
presidential election crackdown, found themselves at the receiving end of suffocating levels of repression at
the hands of the country’s judiciary and security apparatus.

Since 2013, scores of human rights defenders have been handed down harsh prison sentences in
connection with their peaceful human rights activities. Many more have been subjected to surveillance,
interrogations and drawn-out criminal proceedings coercing them into self-censorship. The wave of
repression appears to be an attempt on the part of the state’s repressive arms to crush any aspirations for
change created by the promises of increased freedoms made during the electoral campaign of President
Hassan Rouhani in 2013.

President Rouhani and his administration have so far failed to take any meaningful steps to stop these
abuses. On the contrary, they have brushed aside reports of abuses in their media interviews and statements
to the UN, claiming that Iran’s judiciary is independent and no one in the country is imprisoned solely for
peacefully exercising their rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly. There is still no
indication that his administration intends to change course during his second term in office.

Some groups of human rights defenders, such as anti-death penalty campaigners, women'’s rights activists
and those seeking truth and justice for the gross human rights violations of the 1980s, have experienced
particularly intensified repression. This has included shockingly long prison sentences, interrogations which
activists have described as unprecedentedly harsh and official statements in state media which routinely
label human rights defenders as “foreign agents” and “traitors” bent on harming national security and
destroying traditional values. In many case, the authorities’ motive appears to have been a desire to curtail
the defenders’ renewed activism and campaigns.

For others, like minority rights activists, trade unionists and human rights lawyers, the tempo of repression
has remained more or less the same as before President Rouhani’s election. Since 2013, many trade
unionists and human rights lawyers who were jailed during the crackdown following the 2009 presidential
election protests have been released from prison after serving their sentences. However, the climate of fear
amongst them persists as the authorities continue to resort to harassment, interrogations, fresh criminal
cases, and employment bans to prevent them from carrying out their human rights activities.

This report refers to 45 individuals who have been subjected to abuses ranging from surveillance and
harassment to criminal prosecutions and imprisonment for their peaceful human rights activities. The cases
of 21 human rights defenders are documented in detail. The research is based on interviews that Amnesty
International conducted with 22 individuals, including human rights defenders and their families and
lawyers. It is also based on a close study of courts verdicts, official statements, and publicly available
testimonies from human rights defenders and their families. According to the findings in the report, across
the board, human rights defenders caught in the web of state repression have experienced noticeably worse
treatment at the hands of Iran’s abusive criminal justice system.

On the one hand, Revolutionary Courts have issued increasingly lengthy prison sentences against human
rights defenders, which in many cases have exceeded a decade. On the other, the prosecution and judicial
authorities have lowered the threshold for invoking national security-related charges against human rights
defenders. Amnesty International was able to obtain court verdicts in the cases of eight human rights
defenders, all of which demonstrate how courts cite a wider range of peaceful human rights activities as
“evidence” of criminal activity. These include visiting the gravesites of those killed during the 2009 post-
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presidential election protests; having contact with families of victims of human rights violations, including
former or current political prisoners; signing petitions in support of human rights; giving interviews to media
outlets outside Iran about human rights abuses; and merely discussing human rights on social media such
as Facebook or Twitter.

Charges routinely used against human rights defenders are drawn from the Islamic Penal Code and almost
always include “gathering and colluding to commit crimes against national security” (Article 610), “forming a
group composed of more than two people with the purpose of disrupting national security” (Article 498)
and/or “membership of a group with the purpose of disrupting national security” (Article 499). The
definitions of these crimes contravene the principle of legality as they are overly broad and vague, and allow
the authorities to apply them arbitrarily. Moreover, many of these offences do not amount to internationally
recognizable criminal offences.

Other charges based on the penal code which are commonly used to prosecute human rights defenders
include “spreading propaganda against the system” (Article 500), “insulting the Supreme Leader” (Article
514), and “insulting Islamic sanctities” (Article 513). These offences effectively criminalize the free
expression of ideas and opinions, in contravention of Iran’s international human rights obligations.

Years of repression, particularly since 2009, have left Iran without any legally authorized NGOs that work on
human rights issues and are critical of the state. As a result, those caught up in the recent upsurge of
repression are human rights defenders who pursue their activism independently or as part of informal
groups of individuals who espouse similar causes. To communicate and organize, they rely heavily on social
media. In response, the authorities have increasingly used posts related to human rights as “evidence” of
criminal activity. In some court verdicts, they have also banned human rights defenders from engagement in
the online space for a set period.

Other activities criminalized by the prosecution authorities and courts include communicating about human
rights concerns with international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty International, or
with intergovernmental organizations such as the UN and the European Union (EU). This is well illustrated
by the case of Narges Mohammadi, who was charged with several national security-related offences after
meeting with the EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy on International Women’s
Day on 8 March 2014. She was ultimately sentenced to 16 years’ imprisonment, a term which she is
currently serving in Evin prison. Another emblematic case is that of Arash Sadeghi, who has been sentenced
to a total of 19 years in prison on national security-related charges based entirely on his human rights work,
including communicating with Amnesty International.

Human rights defenders who have faced reprisal for sending information regarding human rights violations
to the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iran include Mohammad Maleki, who has
been subjected to a travel ban since September 2011, and Saeed Shirzad, who is serving a five-year prison
sentence for “gathering and colluding against national security”, related entirely to his peaceful human rights
work.

The criminalization of human rights defenders in Iran takes place against the backdrop of ongoing smear
campaigns against human rights defenders, particularly on the internet. The authorities routinely equate the
defence of human rights to “espionage”, “collusion against national security”, “incitement to sedition”, and
support of the “hypocrites” — a derogatory term used by the Iranian authorities to refer to people with real or
perceived links to the People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOQOI), a banned opposition group that

advocates the overthrow of the Islamic Repubilic.
Unfair trials

Trials of human rights defenders on national security-related charges in Iran take place before Revolutionary
Courts, which are characterized by unfair, summary and predominantly secret processes.

All the human rights defenders whose cases are documented in the report were denied access to a lawyer
from the time of arrest and during investigations. Those arrested were frequently held in prolonged solitary
confinement, which may amount to torture, and were given little or no access to their families and lawyers.
Many were subjected to torture or other ill-treatment during interrogations conducted by Ministry of
Intelligence or Revolutionary Guard officials and compelled to “confess”. Judges failed to order investigations
into allegations of torture and other ill-treatment, in breach of Iran’s own Constitution and the Code of
Criminal Procedure as well as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, to which Iran is a state

party.

CAUGHT IN A WEB OF REPRESSION
IRAN’S HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS UNDER ATTACK

Amnesty International 7



Key battlegrounds for human rights in Iran

Human rights defenders targeted by the state include individuals active on a range of human rights issues in
Iran.

The authorities have targeted people involved in Iran’s growing movement against the death penalty, often
accusing them of “threatening national security” or “defying Islam”. Narges Mohammadi, Executive
Chairperson of the Centre for Human Rights Defenders, was sentenced to 16 years’ imprisonment in May
2016, 10 years of which was for the charge of “forming a group... with the purpose of disrupting national
security”, which related to her involvement with the Campaign for Step by Step Abolition of the Death Penalty
(known by its Persian acronym, Legam). This campaign was launched by several prominent human rights
defenders in 2013.

Other anti-death penalty activists targeted include Atena Daemi and Omid Alishenas, who were each
sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment on national security-related charges brought for their peaceful
opposition to the death penalty. This involved criticizing the authorities’ execution record online, distributing
anti-death penalty pamphlets and participating in gatherings outside prison in solidarity with families of death
row prisoners.

Artists who have merely addressed death penalty issues in their art have also been criminalized. An example
is the case of writer Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee, who received a six-year prison sentence on charges that include
“insulting Islamic sanctities” for writing an unpublished story about the horrific practice of stoning.

Women'’s rights activists have faced renewed repression in the context of the endemic discrimination and
violence confronting women and girls every day in Iran. The crackdown intensified after a group of women
launched in October 2015 a campaign promoting pro-women'’s rights candidates for the February 2016
parliamentary elections. In the first half of 2016, more than a dozen activists were summoned, interrogated
and threatened with imprisonment. The level of threats led to the campaign being shut down.

Iran’s intelligence bodies have used surveillance to nip in the bud any serious attempt by women'’s rights
activists to organize themselves to challenge state-sanctioned discrimination. This has included the
monitoring of activities undertaken during travel abroad, as seen in the case of Alieh Motalebzadeh, who is
facing prosecution on national security-related charges for attending a workshop in Georgia on “Women’s
empowerment and elections” in October 2016.

The renewed assault on women'’s rights activists has been accompanied by an official discourse which flatly
equates feminism with criminality and describes any initiative relating to women'’s rights as a “conspiracy”
against national security. This hostile attitude has been expressed not only toward women'’s rights defenders
but even toward lone voices within the government of President Rouhani who have made modest efforts to
improve the situation of women’s rights in the country, such as the Vice-President on Women and Family
Affairs, Shahindokht Molaverdi.

Women who oppose compulsory veiling (hijab) have also been subject to severe smear campaigns on state
media. An illustrative example is the case of US-based Iranian journalist and women'’s rights activist Masih
Alinejad, who has founded a popular online campaign called My Stealthy Freedom against compulsory hijab.
She has been repeatedly subject to sexual insults on state-sanctioned media outlets and threatened with
rape and death by social media users believed to be affiliated with Iran’s intelligence and security forces.

Workers defying the ban on independent trade unions are paying a high price for their bravery. The number
of jailed trade unionists is believed to have dropped since 2013. However, trade unionists have continued to
face long prison terms on concocted national security-related charges. Some of those in detention have
faced torture and other ill-treatment. Other trade unionists, including those recently released after
completing their sentences, have continued to face harassment by intelligence and security officials,
dismissals from employment at both public institutions and private companies, and police violence. Yet
independent workers’ organizations have rarely been more needed as soaring inflation, cuts to subsidies,
unpaid wages and precarious jobs have left millions of poorly paid people in Iran struggling to survive.

Trade unionists currently jailed in Iran for their peaceful activism include Esmail Abdi, a mathematics
teacher and a member of the board of directors at the Teachers’ Trade Association of Tehran, who is serving
a six-year prison sentence. The prospect of imprisonment looms over many other trade unionists who are
undergoing trial or awaiting the outcome of their appeals against their convictions and sentences. They
include three former or current members of the board of directors at the Teachers’ Trade Association of
Tehran, Mahmoud Beheshti Langroodi, Mohammad Reza Niknejad and Mehdi Bohlooli; three members of
the Syndicate of Workers of Tehran and Suburbs Bus Company, Davoud Razavi, Ebrahim Madadi and Reza
Shahabi; and a member of the Free Union of Workers of Iran, Jafar Azimzadeh.
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Lawyers defending prisoners of conscience and other victims of human rights violations have fared no better
in the crackdown. Prominent human rights lawyer Abdolfattah Soltani continues to languish in Iran, serving a
13-year prison sentence on spurious national security-related charges. Other human rights lawyers,
including those recently released from prison, continue to face harassment and interrogations by intelligence
and security officials which prevents them from carrying out their professional duties and responsibilities
effectively. Some have also experienced disbarment. Lawyers who were forced flee into exile in 2009 are not
able to safely return to the country as they have pending criminal investigations against them.

As a result of all this, human rights lawyers in Iran have become an endangered species, with only a handful
of lawyers shouldering the enormous task of providing meaningful, independent legal representation to
prisoners of conscience and other victims of human rights violations. These lawyers often face a range of
repressive measures including: arbitrary intervention by the authorities to deny or restrict their visits to their
clients; delayed access to court files; lack of appropriate facilities for private consultation and communication
with clients; the presence of intelligence agents and prison officials during meetings with clients; and travel
bans.

Other targeted human rights defenders include those defending the rights of Iran’s religious minorities, who
have been repressed and discriminated against for decades. In particular, members of the Baha'i
community, deemed a “heretical” sect by the authorities, have faced harassment, arbitrary arrest and
detention and criminal proceedings for criticizing the ban on their enrolment in higher education institutes
and for forming their own clandestine universities to provide Baha'i youth with higher education.

Education rights activist Navid Khanjani, a founding member of the Committee for Pursuit of the Right to
Education for Baha'i Students and the Association to Oppose Discrimination in Education, has been
imprisoned since August 2012. He was sentenced to 12 years and five months’ imprisonment for his
peaceful human rights activities. Another education rights activist, Rouhie Safajoo, a 20-year-old Baha'i
student, was arrested and detained for nearly a month in March 2016, during which she spent eight days in
solitary confinement. The authorities subsequently charged her with “dissemination of lies”, which they said
stemmed from her critical posts on Facebook. She has been out on bail since 27 March 2016, pending trial.

Defenders who seek to advance ethnic minority rights have been similarly subjected to threats from
intelligence and security officials, prosecution and imprisonment for their peaceful human rights activities.
Frequently, they have also been labelled as “separatists” and accused of inciting tension to undermine Iran’s
territorial integrity.

Alireza Farshi Yekenli, a member of Iran’s Azerbaijani Turk minority and the founder of an online campaign
to commemorate International Mother Language Day, received a 15-year prison sentence in February 2017
on charges including “gathering and colluding to commit crimes against national security” and “founding
groups with the purpose of disrupting national security”, which stemmed from his peaceful activism.
Mohammad Ali Amouri, a minority rights activist from Iran’s Ahwazi Arab minority and a founding member of
a now-disbanded cultural rights group called Al-Hiwar (meaning “Dialogue” in Arabic), has been on death
row since 2012. Rahman Asakereh, another founding member of Al-Hiwar, has been serving a 20-year
prison sentence since 2011. Both men have been convicted of “enmity against God” (moharebeh) for their
peaceful activities at Al-Hiwar, which involved the promotion of Arabic language, identity and culture.

The authorities have also undertaken renewed efforts to supress human rights defenders seeking truth,
justice and reparation on behalf of individuals who were summarily executed or forcibly disappeared during
the 1980s and their families. Amongst the defenders are also relatives of victims who are still demanding to
know what happened to their loved ones and bring those responsible to justice. Mansoureh Behkish and
Raheleh Rahemipour are among those recently sentenced to prison terms on national security-related
charges simply for trying to find out the truth, holding commemorative gatherings or visiting the sites of mass
graves where their loved ones are believed to be buried. Maryam Akbari-Monfared, who is serving a 15-year
prison sentence, is facing reprisals, including denial of medical care and threats of an additional three-year
prison term and exile to a remote prison, for filing a complaint with the Office of the Prosecutor from inside
prison in October 2016 in which she requested an official investigation into the mass extrajudicial executions
of political prisoners, including her siblings, in 1988.

The renewed crackdown follows recently revived calls for an inquiry into the killings of several thousand
political prisoners in a wave of extrajudicial executions across the country in the summer of 1988. This was
triggered by the release of an audio recording in September 2016 of a meeting in 1988 in which senior
officials are heard discussing and defending the details of their plans to carry out the mass executions. The
release of the audio recording triggered a chain of unprecedented reactions from high-level officials, leading
them to admit for the first time that the mass killings of 1988 were planned at the highest levels of
government.
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Human rights defenders targeted for seeking truth and justice include some born after the 1979 Revolution,
who have taken to social media and other platforms to discuss the past atrocities and attended memorial
gatherings held at Khavaran, a deserted gravesite in south Tehran where some of the thousands of political
prisoners who were extrajudicially executed in the summer of 1988 are buried in unmarked mass graves.
The prison sentences against Atena Daemi, 29, and Omid Alishenas, 33, are examples of court verdicts
reviewed by Amnesty International in which engaging in online discussions about the 1988 massacres has
been cited as evidence of “criminal” activity deemed threatening to national security and insulting to the
founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran and used to convict the human rights defenders.

International law and standards

The patterns of repression of human rights defenders that Amnesty International has documented violate
international legal instruments to which Iran is a state party, including the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The UN Declaration
on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect
Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, which articulates existing rights in a
context applicable to the work of human rights defenders, recognizes the right of everyone, “individually and
in association with others, to promote and strive for the protection and realization of human rights and
fundamental freedoms at the national and international levels”.

Recommendations

Immediate and wide-ranging action is needed to ensure respect and protection for the vital work human
rights defenders carry out, end the climate of fear they find themselves in and create a safe and enabling
environment in which they can work without fear of reprisals. This is, moreover, an essential step towards
improving the human rights of all those living in Iran.

Among other actions, Amnesty International is calling on the Iranian authorities to:

e Release immediately and unconditionally all human rights defenders imprisoned solely for peacefully
exercising their rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly;

o Explicitly recognize the legitimate work of human rights defenders, end the criminalization of peaceful
activities that promote and defend human rights, including communication and interaction with
international and regional human rights mechanisms, and ensure a safe and enabling environment
where it is possible to defend and promote human rights without fear of reprisal, punishment or
intimidation;

o Promptly lift the undue restrictions on the right to association that are preventing individuals from
forming and joining human rights NGOs and independent trade unions.

Amnesty International is also calling on other countries, in particular EU member states, as well as the EU
itself, which has announced plans to relaunch a renewed bilateral human rights dialogue with Iran, to:

e Press the Iranian authorities, during their political dialogues and other bilateral interactions, to
immediately and unconditionally release all human rights defenders imprisoned solely for their
peaceful activities.
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2. METHODOLOGY

This report analyses the situation that human rights defenders have been facing in Iran during the last four
years. It covers the period since the election of President Hassan Rouhani in 2013 in order to test the
perception often seen in Western media articles and heard from policy makers in Western European
countries that Iran’s increased international engagement has been accompanied by a commitment to
improve the human rights situation in the country.

The report refers to 45 individuals who have been subjected to abuses ranging from surveillance and
harassment to criminal prosecutions and imprisonment for their peaceful human rights activities. The cases
of 21 of these human rights defenders are documented in detail. Of them, 12 had been convicted and were
serving prison sentences as of 12 July 2017; five had been sentenced but were at liberty pending the
outcome of their appeals; two were at liberty and undergoing trial; one had received a final conviction and
sentence but was out of prison on temporary leave; and one was at liberty but under a travel ban.

Fifteen of the 21 cases detailed in the report concern human rights defenders whose cases have begun
since 2013. Five — Abdolfattah Soltani, Navid Khanjani, Maryam Akbari Monfared, Rahman Asakereh and
Mohammad Ali Amouri — concern individuals who were imprisoned before 2013 but have remained in
detention during the period under review. One concerns a person who is at liberty but has been subjected to
a travel ban since 2011.

In each case, Amnesty International collected information from reliable sources, including independent
human rights activists on the ground and lawyers, to conclude that the human rights defenders were
targeted in relation to their peaceful human rights activities. For eight of these cases, Amnesty International
was also able to obtain court verdicts. In other cases where such documents were not available or could not
be obtained safely, Amnesty International relied on human rights defenders, families and lawyers sharing
detailed information about their content. It also reviewed published testimonies from human rights defenders
and their families.

Court documents are often not available in Iran because its criminal justice system has no clear legal
provisions with regard to making court judgements publicly available, contrary to Iran’s obligations under
international human rights law and standards. In some cases, individuals had obtained written copies of a
court verdict, but were concerned, as is commonly the case in Iran, that they would face reprisal if they
shared them.

In carrying out its research, Amnesty International conducted interviews with 22 people, including human
rights defenders and their families and lawyers. All interviews were conducted remotely in Persian, over the
phone or on social messaging applications. Unless otherwise indicated, Amnesty International has withheld
the names of sources interviewed in order to protect their security. For this reason, this report does not
specify the specific time, location or means of communication for the interviews conducted.

Amnesty International also reviewed statements by the Iranian authorities in both the Persian and English
languages relating to cases involving human rights defenders and the government’s approach to human
rights more generally. The statements include the Iran government’s statements in international forums,
such as the UN Human Rights Council, and during dialogues with the EU, as well as their replies to the UN
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iran. They also include government statements on
human rights cited in state-owned and state-affiliated news agencies.
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Access to detailed information, including documentary evidence, was an important consideration in the
selection of cases for this report. Amnesty International was generally able to obtain greater access to
information about human rights defenders based in Tehran. The organization undertook efforts to address
this limitation by diversifying its sources and documented violations against several human rights defenders
belonging to ethnic minorities outside of the capital. However, it acknowledges that the report still highlights
a disproportionate number of cases from Tehran.

Undertaking human rights research on Iran is fraught with challenges. The Iranian authorities generally do
not permit human rights groups or international experts to visit the country. Since 1979, Amnesty
International has made repeated attempts to visit Iran for research purposes, but has not been permitted to
do so. Furthermore, as this report shows, the Iranian authorities have criminalized the communication and
interaction of Iranian human rights defenders with international organizations.

Amnesty International sent a letter to the Head of the Judiciary on 21 June 2017, seeking information about
the situation of specific human rights defenders, including many of those highlighted in this report. In
particular, it requested information by 12 July. As of this date, the authorities had not responded. Amnesty
International will continue to seek opportunities to discuss its concerns and recommendations with the
Iranian authorities.

Amnesty International is deeply grateful to the individuals who shared information for this report, without
whom this research would not have been possible.
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3. BACKGROUND

In the decade following the 1979 Revolution, Iranian authorities laid the foundations of a repressive state
apparatus. They enacted legislation that imposed undue restrictions on the peaceful exercise of the rights to
freedom of expression, peaceful assembly and association, including the 1981 Press Law, the Islamic Penal
Code, the Labour Code and the Law on Political Parties, Societies, Political and Guild Associations, and
Islamic or Recognized Minority Religious Associations.

In response to the mass protests that erupted after the disputed 2009 presidential election, the authorities
intensified the repression already in place for years. Thousands of people were arrested during the post-
election unrest. Most of those detained were released within days but many hundreds were held
incommunicado for weeks, effectively victims of enforced disappearances.!

In the months and years that followed, human rights defenders were prosecuted, jailed, intimidated into
silence or forced into exile. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that focused on human rights were
forcibly closed down by intelligence and security officials and denied registration or operating permits.
Among them were the Centre for Human Rights Defenders (CHRD), Human Rights Activists in Iran (HRA),
the Association for the Rights of Prisoners, and the Committee for Human Rights Reporters (CHRR). In
many cases, their members and founders were arrested and sentenced to imprisonment.

The Iranian authorities claim that they conduct judicial proceedings in a fair and impartial manner. Amnesty
International has found that, on the contrary, basic fair trial guarantees are persistently violated, particularly
in national security-related cases. Although a new Code of Criminal Procedure introduced several long-
overdue reforms in 2015, Iranian legal system continues to lack adequate mechanisms to guarantee the
rights of individuals standing trial on criminal charges and confronted by the powerful machinery of the
state.?

After President Hassan Rouhani took office in August 2013, his administration immediately began efforts to
improve Iran’s image on the global stage, particularly with respect to its nuclear programme. The President
stated this would be his priority in order to lift sanctions against Iran and set the country’s economy back on
track.

On 24 November 2013, Iran and a group of key actors within the international community, the permanent
five members of the UN Security Council — China, France, Russia, the UK and the USA — plus Germany and
the EU as a whole, agreed the Joint Plan of Action,? a time-bound roadmap to reach mutually agreed
solutions that “would ensure Iran’s nuclear programme will be exclusively peaceful”.* Under the agreement,
Iran undertook a number of measures, including no longer enriching uranium over 5%, and the USA and EU
suspended certain sanctions on Iran for the duration of the plan of action.

Since then, diplomatic and economic relations between Iran and the EU, in particular, have improved
significantly, providing an opportunity for engagement on human rights issues. The EU has stated that
human rights remain an area of concern and “will be a core component” of the EU’s renewed relationship

1 For more details, see Amnesty International, From protest to prison: Iran, one year after the election (Index: MDE
13/062/2010).

2 For more details, see Amnesty International, Flawed reforms: Iran’s new code of criminal procedure (Index: MDE
13/2708/2016).

3 The Iran Project, Iranian team in Vienna to resume nuclear talks, 9 May 2016,
theiranproject.com/blog/2015/05/12/iranian-team-in-vienna-to-resume-nuclear-talks/

4 Joint Plan of Action, 24 November 2013, www.justsecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Iran-Nuclear-
Agreement-Joint-Plan-of-Action.pdf
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with Iran.5 As part of this, the EU reinitiated its suspended human rights dialogue with Iran in 2016, which
should, in principle, provide a platform to involve civil society organizations and address issues related to
human rights defenders, in line with its guidelines on such dialogues with non-EU countries® and its
Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders.”

5 European Commission, ‘EU-Iran relations’, 13 April 2016, europa.eu/rapid/press-release MEMO-16-1368 en.htm

6 EU Guidelines on Human Rights Dialogues with non-EU Countries, www.eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Ar10115

7 EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders, www.eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3AI33601
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4. CRIMINALIZATION OF
HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS

The election of President Hassan Rouhani to his first term in office in 2013 gave rise to hopes both in Iran
and internationally that the human rights situation in Iran might improve. In reality however, Iran’s judiciary
and security apparatus have been ramping up already suffocating levels of repression against the country’s
courageous human rights defenders. The intensified repression against human rights defenders has dealt
another heavy blow to Iran’s embattled human rights movement, a movement still recovering from the
crackdown unleashed by the authorities in response to mass protests following the disputed 2009
presidential election result.

Since 2013, scores of human rights defenders have been imprisoned in connection with their peaceful
human rights activities. Many more have been subjected to surveillance, interrogations and drawn-out
criminal proceedings coercing them into self-censorship. The wave of repression appears to be an attempt
on the part of the state’s repressive arms to crush any aspirations for change created by the promises of
increased freedoms made during the electoral campaign of President Hassan Rouhani in 2013.

Meanwhile, President Rouhani and his administration have failed to take any meaningful steps to stop these
abuses. On the contrary, they have brushed aside reports of abuses in their media interviews and statements
to the UN, claiming that Iran’s judiciary is independent and no one in the country is imprisoned solely for
peacefully exercising their rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly. In April 2015, for
example, Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif stated during a US TV appearance: “We do not jail
people for their opinions...The government has a plan to improve, enhance human rights in the country as
every government should...But people who commit crimes, who violate the laws of a country cannot hide
behind being a journalist or being a political activist, people have to observe the law.”® There is still no
indication whether President Rouhani’s administration intends to change course during his second term in
office.

The use of national security-related and other serious criminal charges to stifle human rights defenders is not
new in Iran, nor are the grossly unfair trials before Revolutionary Courts, which invariably lead to convictions
and harsh prison terms against defenders. However, across the board, human rights defenders caught in the
web of state repression have been experiencing noticeably worse treatment at the hands of Iran’s abusive
criminal justice.

On the one hand, Revolutionary Courts have issued increasingly lengthy prison sentences against human
rights defenders, which in many cases have exceeded a decade.® On the other, the prosecution and judicial

8 PBS, Charlie Rose, “Interview with Mohammed Javad Zarif”, 29 April 2015, www.youtube.com/watch?v=UzIbBZg-
XoA

2 Under the 2013 Islamic Penal Code, individuals convicted and sentenced on multiple charges must serve only the
lengthiest single sentence, but judges are required to impose sentences that exceed the statutory maximum for any
single offence when they convict defendants of more than three crimes. This has led to a pattern where the authorities
bring multiple spurious charges against human rights defenders as a means to ensure lengthier prison terms.
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authorities have lowered the threshold for invoking national security-related offences, with courts now citing
even informal activities as “evidence” of criminal activity in human rights defenders’ court verdicts. These
include visiting the gravesites of those killed during the 2009 post-presidential election protests; having
contact with families of victims of human rights violations, including former or current political prisoners;
signing petitions in support of human rights; giving interviews to media outlets outside Iran about human
rights abuses; and merely discussing human rights on social media such as Facebook or Twitter.

Communication about human rights concerns with international non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
such as Amnesty International, or with intergovernmental organizations such as the UN and the EU, has also
become “evidence” of criminal activity, and formed the basis of prison sentences against human rights
defenders. In her March 2017 report, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iran
referred to “reprisals against individuals because of their cooperation or contact with the United Nations
human rights mechanisms or representatives” as “a cause for great concern”.°

These include Saeed Shirzad, who is serving a five-year prison sentence in Karaj's Rajai Shahr prison for his
human rights activities, including supporting the families of political prisoners and contributing to reports
sent to the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iran. He has said that during his
interrogations, Ministry of Intelligence officials called him a “UN spy”.!! Another illustrative case concerns
Mohammad Maleki, an elderly human rights defender who has been subjected to a travel ban since 2011 in
reprisal for his human rights activities, including a letter he wrote to the UN Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Iran in September 2011 detailing the torture to which he was subjected during
his various periods of imprisonment between 1981 and 2009.'?

Human rights defender Saeed Shirzad © Private Human rights defender Mohammad Maleki protesting against his
travel ban © Private

The criminalization of human rights defenders in Iran takes place against the backdrop of ongoing smear
campaigns against human rights defenders, particularly on the internet. The authorities routinely portray
human rights defenders in official statements and state media outlets as “foreign agents” and “traitors” bent
on harming national security and destroying traditional values. The defence of human rights is equated to
“espionage”, “collusion against national security”, “incitement to sedition”, and support of the “hypocrites” —
a derogatory term used by the authorities to refer to people with real or perceived links to the People’s
Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOQI), a banned opposition group that advocates the overthrow of the
Islamic Republic.!3

10 Report to the UN Human Rights Council, Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Islamic
Republic of Iran, UN Doc. A/HRC/34/65, www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/AsiaRegion/Pages/IRIndex.aspx

11 Amnesty International, Human rights activist detained (Index: MDE 13/055/2014).

12 Amnesty International, Sick elderly Iranian activist on travel ban (Index: MDE 13/6367/2017).

13 See for example: Fars News Agency, ‘Arash Sadeghi: Human rights defender or a collaborator with the hypocrites?’
(in Persian), 1 January 2017, www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13951011001503; Samen Press, ‘Arash
Sadeghi: Human rights activist or a security criminal?’, 1 January 2017, bit.ly/2sKfoof; Otagh Khabar 24, ‘Hashtag;
the deceiving of naive individuals’, 3 January 2017, otaghkhabar24.ir/news/79500; Fanousnews, ‘The reaction of
Iran’s Prosecutor General to the letter of Parliamentarians about Narges Mohammadi’, 18 October 2016,
bit.ly/2sKDLSP; BBC Persian.net, ‘Equating sedition with media freedom’, June 2016, bbcpersian.net/n/q=286; Ma-
Hastim, ‘What was the excuse that brought the seditionists together this time?’, 15 September 2014, ma-
hastim.com/paper/2591/archive
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4.1 THE DEFENDERS TARGETED

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS: WHO ARE THEY?

In line with the 1998 UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and other international standards, Amnesty
International considers a human rights defender to he someone who, individually or in association with others,
acts to defend and/or promote human rights at the local, national, regional or international levels, without
resorting to or advocating hatred, discrimination or violence.

Human rights defenders come from every walk of life; they may be journalists, lawyers, health professionals,
teachers, trade unionists, whistle-hlowers, farmers, victims, or relatives of victims, of human rights violations
and abuses. They may conduct their human rights defence work as part of their professional role or as
volunteers.

Human rights defenders targeted by the authorities include anti-death penalty campaigners, women’s rights
activists, trade unionists, human rights lawyers, minority rights activists, and relatives of those summarily
executed or forcibly disappeared during the 1980s, who are seeking accountability.

Some groups of defenders, such as anti-death penalty campaigners, women'’s rights activists and those
seeking truth and justice for the gross human rights violations of the 1980s, have clearly experienced a
pattern of intensified repression. This has included shockingly long prison sentences, interrogations which
activists have described as unprecedentedly harsh and aggressive, and official statements in state media
which routinely label human rights defenders as “foreign agents” and “traitors” bent on harming national
security and destroying traditional values.

In many case, the authorities’ motive appears to have been a desire to curtail their renewed activism and
campaigns. The launch of the Campaign for Step by Step Abolition of the Death Penalty (known by its
Persian acronym, Legam) and the Campaign to Change the Masculine Face of Parliament by prominent
activists in 2014 were important triggers in this relation. So was the release in August 2016 of an audio
recording of a meeting in 1988 in which senior officials were heard discussing and defending, for the first
time, the details of their plans concerning the mass extrajudicial executions of 1988.

The audio file has revived calls for an inquiry into the killings of several thousand political prisoners in a wave
of extrajudicial executions across the country during 1988. This has prompted renewed efforts by the
authorities to silence all public discussions about the gross violations committed during the 1980s.

For others like minority rights activists, trade unionists and human rights lawyers, the tempo of repression
has remained more or less the same. Since 2013, many trade unionists and human rights lawyers who were
jailed during the crackdown following the 2009 presidential election protests have been released from prison
after serving their sentences. However, the climate of fear amongst them persists as the authorities continue
to resort to harassment, interrogations, fresh criminal cases, and employment bans to prevent them from
carrying out their human rights activities.

Among human rights defenders targeted since 2013 are a new crop of young defenders who have emerged
despite the intense repression since 2009. These young defenders, many of whom were born after the 1979
Revolution, differ in some respects from their older counterparts. They support human rights without formal
training or the support of NGOs, as the authorities have effectively dismantled all independent NGOs in the
country that worked on human rights concerns and were critical of the state. Consequently, they pursue their
activism independently or as part of informal groups who espouse similar causes. To communicate and
organize, they mainly rely on social media and online communication tools.

In turn, the authorities have increasingly used posts related to human rights on Facebook and other social
media as “evidence” of criminal activity.'* Such methods are a renewed attempt to crush human rights
defenders and send a chilling message that anyone who dares to speak out against injustice will not be
tolerated.

14 The Iranian authorities have also arrested, sentenced and imprisoned people for posts on Facebook that deal with
issues other than human rights. See Amnesty International, Death sentence for ‘insulting the prophet’ (Index: MDE
13/064/2014).
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4.2 SPURIOUS CHARGES, UNFAIR TRIALS

Charges routinely used against human rights defenders are drawn from the Islamic Penal Code and almost
always include “gathering and colluding to commit crimes against national security” (Article 610), “forming a
group composed of more than two people with the purpose of disrupting national security” (Article 498), and
“membership of a group with the purpose of disrupting national security” (Article 499). The definition of
these crimes contravene the principle of legality as they are overly broad and vague, and allow the authorities
to apply them arbitrarily. Moreover, many of these offences do not amount to internationally recognizable
criminal offences.

Other charges from the penal code which are commonly used to prosecute human rights defenders include
“spreading propaganda against the system” (Article 500), “insulting the Supreme Leader” (Article 514), and
“insulting Islamic sanctities” (Article 513). These offences effectively criminalize the free expression of ideas
and opinions, in contravention of Iran’s international human rights obligations.

The trial of human rights defenders under national security-related charges in Iran takes place before
Revolutionary Courts. Revolutionary Courts in Iran were established in the aftermath of the 1979 Revolution
to summarily try and execute those considered “anti-revolutionary”, including individuals with real or
perceived affiliation with the overthrown government of the Shah. More than three decades on, unfair,
summary and predominantly secret processes continue to characterize Iran’s Revolutionary Courts,
undermining the right to a fair trial.

The criminalization of peaceful dissent constitutes an egregious violation of the International Covenant on
Civil and Palitical Rights, to which Iran is a state party. Issuing criminal convictions and sentences against
peaceful dissidents following unfair trial adds a further violation of international law. Amnesty International’s
research consistently shows that Revolutionary Courts lack independence and remain particularly
susceptible to pressure from security and intelligence forces to convict defendants and impose harsh
sentences. Human rights defenders and lawyers in Iran have repeatedly expressed concerns that people
appointed to Revolutionary Courts as judges are selected primarily based on their political opinions, religious
beliefs and affiliation with intelligence and security bodies and not on the basis of their legal expertise and
integrity. They often have no formal qualifications in law or legal training and experience.

Trials of human rights defenders, which take place behind closed doors, are often extremely brief,
sometimes lasting just a few minutes. The right to adequate time and facilities to prepare a defence is
usually hindered, while defence lawyers are frequently denied full access to case files and are prevented
from meeting defendants until shortly before trial.

Human rights defenders have told Amnesty International that, during their trial sessions before Revolutionary
Courts, the judge was hostile and biased against them and openly defended the allegations brought against
them by intelligence officials. This violates the right to receive a fair hearing before an independent, impartial
tribunal, which requires judges to have no interest in or pre-formed opinions about the case before them,
and not to act in ways that promote the interests of one of the parties.

All of the human rights defenders whose cases are mentioned in this report were denied access to a lawyer
from the time of arrest and during investigations. They were frequently held in prolonged solitary
confinement, which may amount to torture, and were given little or no access to their families and lawyers.
Many were subjected to torture or other ill-treatment, and compelled to “confess”. Judges failed to order
investigations into allegations of torture and other ill-treatment, in breach of Iran’s own Constitution and the
Code of Criminal Procedure as well as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.1®

15 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 14.3.g, and UN Human Rights Committee General
Comment 13, para. 14.
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ARASH SADEGHI

“The interrogator forced me to strip naked
and squat in the interrogation room. He
beat me with his belt... sometimes he
would squeeze my neck until | felt | was
suffocating... On the second day of
detention, during interrogations, | heard
my wife crying in the next room... They were
telling me that they would execute her.”

Human rights defender Arash Sadeghi, September
2015

Arash Sadeghi (left) and Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee (right), human rights defenders and
married couple © Private

Human rights activist Arash Sadeghi, 30, has been imprisoned in Tehran’s Evin prison since June 2016,
serving two separate prison terms totalling 19 years. He is being punished for his peaceful human rights
activities including communicating with Amnesty International and providing the organization and other

human rights groups with information on the human rights situation in Iran.

Arash Sadeghi was arrested on 6 September 2014 together with his wife, Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee (see
Section 5.1), also a human rights activist and a writer. He was then taken to Section 2A of Evin prison,
which is run by the Revolutionary Guards, and held in solitary confinement for six months before being
released on bail on 14 March 2015. He reported that during this period, he was repeatedly tortured,
including through beatings and sexual humiliation.

He was sentenced to 15 years’ imprisonment in August 2015 after Branch 15 of the Revolutionary Court
in Tehran convicted him of spurious charges including “spreading propaganda against the system”,
“gathering and colluding to commit crimes against national security”, “insulting the founder of the
Islamic Republic” and “spreading lies”. The court also activated a four-year suspended prison sentence

from 2011, which similarly related to his peaceful activism.

The court verdict cited over 50 peaceful human rights activities as “evidence” of his involvement in
“actions against [national] security”, many of them relating to the dissemination of information about
human rights abuses. They include: giving media interviews to BBC Persian, Radio Farda, Radio
Zamaneh and the Human Rights Activists News Agency (HRANA); expressing solidarity with prisoners of
conscience on Facebook; denouncing physical assaults against political prisoners during a raid on
Section 350 of Evin prison in April 2014; writing critical posts on Facebook about the mass executions of
political prisoners during the 1980s; joining the Campaign for Step by Step Abolition of the Death Penalty
(known by its Persian acronym, Legam); communicating with Amnesty International and other human
rights groups outside Iran; and sending information regarding human rights violations to the UN Special
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iran and members of the European Parliament.”

Arash Sadeghi'’s trial, which consisted of two sessions before a Revolutionary Court in Tehran in May and
June 2015, with each session lasting less than 15 minutes, was grossly unfair. He did not receive legal
representation as the authorities denied him the right to choose his defence. They said he could only
have a state-appointed lawyer, which he did not accept. No investigation was conducted into his
allegations of torture and other ill-treatment. Arash Sadeghi said he told the judge he had been tortured
in detention, but he was laughed at and told “everyone says that”.

16 Amnesty International, Human rights defender being tortured in Evin (Index: MDE 13/5811/2017).
17 See Appendix for the text of the verdict.
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The sentence was upheld on appeal in June 2016.

Arash Sadeghi staged a 71-day hunger strike from 24 October 2016 to 3 January 2017 to protest against
the imprisonment of his wife for writing a fictional story against the cruel punishment of stoning. As a
result, he has developed severe health problems which require hospitalization. However, the
Revolutionary Guards have consistently blocked his transfer to hospital in reprisal for his hunger strike.!®

18 For more details on the case, see Amnesty International, Growing fears for hunger striker in Iran (Index: MDE
13/029/2013); Amnesty International, Iranian activist couple jailed in Evin prison (Index: MDE 13/5231/2016); and
Amnesty International, Human rights defender being tortured in Evin (Index: MDE 13/5811/2017).
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9. ANTI-DEATH PENALTY
ACTIVISTS

“Opposition to the death penalty is opposition to the rule of
Islam.”

Iran’s Head of Judiciary, Ayatollah Sadeq Amoli Larijani, December 20131

Despite the lack of transparency surrounding its use of the death penalty, Iran is known to be one of the
most prolific executioners in the world, second only to China. Amnesty International recorded nearly 1,000
executions in 2015 and at least 567 in 2016. The majority of those executed in Iran were convicted of drug-
related offences, despite the fact that such offences do not meet the threshold of the “most serious crimes”
to which the use of the death penalty must be restricted under international law.?° Most of those executed
for drug-related offences come from disadvantaged sectors of the population, including members of ethnic
minorities and Afghan nationals. The death penalty is also imposed for vaguely worded and overly broad
offences and for acts that should not be criminalized at all. Death sentences in Iran are also invariably
imposed after unfair trials.?!

A domestic movement to abolish the death penalty in Iran has re-emerged in recent years, a fact that has
not gone unnoticed by the authorities. In 2013, several prominent human rights defenders launched the
Campaign for Step by Step Abolition of the Death Penalty, known by its Persian acronym, Legam. In
response, the authorities have intensified their repression. Narges Mohammadi, Executive Chairperson of the
Centre for Human Rights Defenders and a world-renowned human rights defender, was sentenced to 16
years’ imprisonment, 10 years of which were due to her involvement with Legam. Several other anti-death
penalty campaigners including Atena Daemi and Omid Alishenas have been sentenced to imprisonment for
peaceful activities such as publishing posts on Facebook criticizing the authorities’ execution record,
distributing anti-death penalty leaflets, and participating in gatherings outside prison in solidarity with
families of death row prisoners.

In their official statements and court verdicts, the Iranian authorities have described peaceful campaigning
against the death penalty as “un-Islamic”.?? The only form of activism in the area of the death penalty which

19 Fars News Agency, ‘Opposition to the death penalty is opposition to the rule of Islam’ (in Persian), 11 September
2013, www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13920920001052

20 |n March 2017, the Judicial and Legal Commission of parliament approved a bill which proposes to replace the
death penalty with prison sentences ranging from 25 to 30 years for the majority of drug-related offences currently
punishable with the death penalty or life imprisonment. The bill must still be voted on by parliament and vetted and
approved by the Guardian Council before becoming law.

21 For more details, see Amnesty International, Death sentences and executions 2016 (Index: ACT 50/5740/2017).
22 Fars News Agency, ‘Opposition to the death penalty is opposition to the rule of Islam’ (in Persian), 11 September
2013, www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13920920001052; Empire of Lies, ‘Anti-Islamic campaign Legam
admits to its failure’ (in Persian), 23 September 2014, bit.ly/2s4GJzp
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the authorities currently allow relates to running charity campaigns to collect “blood money” (diyah) and
appealing to families of murder victims to grant pardon in exchange for money. 23

NARGES MOHAMMADI

“Narges Mohammadi really cares for the
suffering of others. Whenever she heard
that a prisoner was due for execution, she
did everything in her power to save them; if
she did not succeed, then she joined the
family of the death row prisoner in front of
prison and stayed with them behind prison
walls till dawn [when executions are
carried out in Iran].”

Human rights lawyer and Nobel Peace Prize
laureate Shirin Ebadi, October 20162

Human rights defender Narges Mohammadi © Private

Human rights activist Narges Mohammadi, 45, has been imprisoned in Evin prison since her arrest in
May 2015. She is the Executive Chairperson of the Centre for Human Rights Defenders. The authorities
told her that she was arrested to resume serving a six-year prison sentence from 2011 which stemmed
solely from her peaceful human rights activities at the Centre for Human Rights Defenders. However, she
believes that her arrest was in reprisal for her meeting with Catherine Ashton, the then EU High
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, on International Women’s Day on 8 March 2014.

Narges Mohammadi was sentenced to an additional 16-year prison sentence in May 2016, following an
unfair trial before Branch 15 of the Revolutionary Court in Tehran which convicted her of “forming a
group composed of more than two people with the purpose of disrupting national security”, “gathering
and colluding to commit crimes against national security”, and “spreading propaganda against the
system”. The first charge, which accounts for 10 years of her sentence, was brought in connection with

her involvement with Legam.

The “evidence” underlying her two other charges included her media interviews about human rights
violations, her participation in peaceful gatherings outside prisons to support families of death row
prisoners, her contact with other human rights defenders including Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Shirin
Ebadi, her participation in peaceful protests to condemn acid attacks against women, and her 2014
meeting with Catherine Ashton. In September 2016, Branch 36 of the Court of Appeal in Tehran upheld
the sentence. In April 2017, Iran’s Supreme Court rejected her request for judicial review.

Narges Mohammadi reported that during her trial session, the judge was hostile and biased against her
and openly defended the allegations brought against her by Ministry of 