
To the COHOM members

Paris, 15 September 2003

Re : EU/Iran human rights dialogue – third session

Dear Members of the Cohom,

The present briefing note has been elaborated in view of the third session of the EU/Iran Human
Rights dialogue. That session was supposed to take place in Tehran on 15 and 16 September. It has
been postponed at the moment, at the request of the EU, apparently because of the opposition of the
Islamic Republic of Iran to the participation of certain international NGOs.

The FIDH wishes however to transmit you the present contribution (also made public) in order to
show the absence of progress with regard to the situation of human rights in Iran, since the inception
of the dialogue one year ago.

In advance of the decision by the EU to engage in a human rights dialogue with Iran, the FIDH
transmitted a note to the EU stressing the main human rights issues1. The FIDH considers that the
flaws raised one year ago are still valid : no significant progress have been accomplished with regard
to the death penalty and other inhuman and degrading treatments, the status of ethnic and religious
minorities, the unfair trials, the repression of human rights defenders, lawyers and journalists and
women rights. 

However, the UN Working Group on arbitrary detention has been able to visit Iran last February and
the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination examined the situation in Iran last
August. The FIDH welcomes cooperation by Iran with those two mechanisms but insists on the
necessity to implement their recommendations in order to make such a cooperation meaningful.

The present note will focus on freedom of expression since it was the theme retained, along with the
right to development, for the third session of the EU/Iran human rights dialogue. In addition, freedom
of expression is an excellent barometer of the human rights situation more generally.

The FIDH believes that the lack of progress on the ground, as evidenced in the note below, points to
the necessity of making sure that certain conditions are gathered when the third session of the
dialogue will take place. The FIDH would recommend that the EU make every effort to ensure
participation by representatives from the Judiciary, the Council of Guardians and the office of the

1 http://www.fidh.org/communiq/2002/ir2309a.htm
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Supreme Leader, which are the institutions where power really rests in Iran, as demonstrated by the
latest developments.

The FIDH would also recommend that participation by international and Iranian effectively
independent NGOs be ensured. Eventually, the third roundtable should be the occasion for the EU to
follow-up the commitments made by the Iranian side on the occasion of the two preceding roundtable.
This concerns in particular ratification of CEDAW and CAT, adoption of the law prohibiting torture,
cooperation with UN mechanisms (including implementation of their recommendations) and the issue
of corporal punishments. Eventually, the FIDH believes that the Council should present a public and
periodic assessment of the dialogue, including before the European Parliament.

In addition, the FIDH recalls that the dialogue is not an alternative to public scrutiny, notably on the
occasion of the UN Commission on Human Rights and the UN General  Assembly.  This has been
repeatedly affirmed by the EU2, and it has been recently recalled by the European Parliament3. Public
condemnation by the international community of human rights violations in Iran is a very important
support  for  Iranian  human rights  defenders  and  reformist  elements  in  the  country.  A public  and
objective assessment of the human rights situation in Iran by the UN is a key element to feed the
EU/Iran human rights dialogue.

The FIDH therefore calls the EU to table a resolution on the situation of human rights in Iran on the
occasion of the next General Assembly (UNGA) meeting, in December.

We hope that you will take the present submission into consideration when you will be discussing the
EU initiatives at the UNGA, and meanwhile remain,

Sincerely yours

Sidiki Kaba
President

Karim Lahidji
Vice-president

2 General Affairs Council Conclusions on Iran, 18 March 2003, para 8; European Union guidelines on Human
rights dialogues, 13 December 2001, para. 9.  
3 EP resolution in Human Rights in the World, 4 Sept. 2003, para 48.
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===========================
Freedom of expression in Iran

September 2003

a) Cooperation with the UN mechanisms

In July 2002, Iran issued a standing invitation to all UN thematic mechanisms. In the wake of that
announcement, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD) visited Iran in February
2003.

In its report, the WGAD considers that in terms of access to prisons and prisoners, “cooperation by
the authorities was on the whole positive”4. It notes, however, that family members of political
prisoners held in Iran were prevented from meeting with the Working Group, and were even arrested
(and later released) in violation of the right to peaceful assembly. The visit to sector 209 at Evin
prison was cut short as well.

In addition, Abbas Amir-Entezam, a well-know opposition figure, was arrested after the WGAD left
Iran, apparently as a reprisal for having cooperated with the Working group. Since the visit of the
WGAD, persecution of the press has increased with the arrest of several journalists (see below).

Eventually, as stressed by the Working Group itself, such visits [of UN Human Rights mechanisms]
must be considered “a means not an end, a beginning and not the culmination of a process”. This has
been stressed by the Council itself : “The visits  of  the  thematic special  procedures  of  the CHR
represent an important step  towards improvement  in  the  protection  and  promotion  of  human
rights  in  Iran,  provided  that  their recommendations  are  implemented”5.   

Up to now, the recommendations of the WGAD have not been implemented. 

The same is true of the recommendations issued by the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination6. The FIDH is not even aware that the observations of the Committee have been made
readily available to the public and publicised in all minority languages, as requested by the CERD7. 

With regard to the other thematic mechanisms who had requested to go to Iran8, it should be
mentioned that the Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression was supposed to visit Iran last July.
After he had transmitted the list of prisoners of opinion he wanted to meet to the government of Iran,
the authorities announced that his visit was postponed. That visit has not taken place yet. 

The visits of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against women and the Working Group on enforced
disappearances did not take place either, even if in those cases, the responsibility does not seem to
rest on Iran.

b) Freedom of expression

The WGAD stressed in its report that “prisoners of conscience are punished twice over. Many of them
have, on the one hand, simply peacefully exercised their fundamental right to freedom of opinion and
expression and, on the other, have been unable to benefit in most cases from the guarantees which are

4 E/CN4/2004/3/Add.2, para 31.
5 General Affairs Conclusions, 18 March 2003, para 5.
6 CERD/C/63/CO/6, 15 August 2003.
7 para. 21.
8 Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women Working Group on Enforced disappearances.
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essential to the right to fair trial... solutions must be sought to bring about their release in the near
term”9. (emphasis added)

- Journalists
More than 100 newspapers have been closed down since two years, in violation of the law on the
press and the Iranian Constitution (art. 168 : Political and press offences will be tried openly and in
the presence of a jury, in courts of justice…) . Those closures were the result of administrative
decisions based on a 1960 law on recidivist criminals, including drug traffickers, which allows
closure of their establishment.

Several journalists have been arrested since the visit of the WGAD in Iran : 
- Iraj Jamshidi
- Saïd Razavi-Faghih
- Behzad Zarinpour
- Behrouz Tayarani
- Abbas Abdi
- Ahmad Zeidabadi
- Ali-Reza Jabbari, condemned to four years in prison
- Syamak Pourzand, whose detention had already been considered arbitrary by the WGAD in May
2003.
- Mohsen Sazegara, arrested on 15 June 2003
- Reza Alidjani, Taghi Rahmani and Hoda Rezazadeh-Saber had been condemned to heavy sentences
on 10 May by the Revolutionary Tribunal of Tehran after an unfair trial and were waiting for the
judgement on appeal. They were arrested on 14 and 15 June 2003.

In addition, two other journalists are in prison since the year 2000 :

- Akbar Ganji, of the daily Sobh-é-Emrooz, arrested on 22 April 2000, sentenced to ten years in jail in
January 2001 and still detained. He was accused of revealing details on the murder of intellectuals and
regime opponents in late 1998 and of accusing politicians of being involved.
- Hassan Yussefi Eshkevari, arrested in August 2000 and condemned to seven years in prison in
October 2002 .

- Intellectuals / Berlin conference
The 15 intellectuals who participated in the Berlin conference in April 2000, where were discussed
reforms in Iran, have been condemned to heavy sentences on 10 May 2003 by the Revolutionary
Tribunal of Tehran. 

- M. Ezzatollah Sahabi, 74 years old, director of the newsletter Iran-e-farda, condemned to 11
years in prison and 10 years of deprivation of his civic rights 
- M. Taghi Rahmani, journalist , condemned to 11 years in prison and 10 years of  deprivation of
his civic rights
- M. Hoda Rezazadeh-Saber, journalist,  condemned to 10 years in prison and 10 years of
deprivation of his civic rights
- M. Habibollah Peyman, 70 years old, writer, condemned to 9 years in prison and 10 years of
deprivation of his civic rights
- M. Mohammad Maleki, 72 years old, former dean of Tehran university, condemned to 7 years in
prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his civic rights
- M. Reza Alijani, editor of Iran-e-farda newsletter and winner of the RSF-Fondation de France
award 2001, condemned to 6 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his civic rights
- M. Saeed Madani, journalist,  condemned to 6 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his
civic rights
- M. Mohammad Bastenegar, writer, condemned to 6 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of
his civic rights
- M. Mohammad Mohammadi-Ardehali, tradesman, condemned to 6 years in prison and 5 years of

9Para 65.3

4



deprivation of his civic rights
- M. Reza Rais Toussi, academic, condemned to 4 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his
civic rights
- M. Ali Reza Redjai, journalist,  condemned to 4 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his
civic rights
- M. Morteza Kazemian, journalist, condemned to 4 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of
his civic rights
- M. Mahmoud Omrani, researcher,  condemned to 4 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of
his civic rights
- M. Hossein Rafiî, academic,  condemned to 4 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his
civic rights
- M. Massoud Pedram, writer,  condemned to 4 years in prison and 5 years of  deprivation of his
civic rights.

Those intellectuals had been arrested in March and April 2001, detained in-comunicado between 8
and 14 months and then freed on bail further to the qualification of their detention as arbitrary by the
UN WGAD.

Their trial was supposed to take place in January 2002, but was postponed to October and November
2002. The trial was not public and two of their lawyers (Mr Dadkhah and Soltani) were condemned to
prison sentences for having denounced the mistreatments inflicted to their clients during their
detention. Those two lawyers have been liberated after having served their sentence.

The announcement of the sentence was postponed after the first, and then the second session of the
EU/Iran Human Rights dialogue, which took place respectively in December 2002 and March 2003.
The verdict was eventually announced two weeks after the end of the session of the Commission on
Human Rights of the United Nations.

Three among the fifteen have been arrested last June (see above the list of journalists arrested).

Another intellectual, Hachem Aghajari, writer and academic, was condemned to the death penalty in
November 2002 because he had criticised a speech by the cleric. He is still in prison, waiting for the
decision on appeal.

The lawyer Nasser Zarafchan is still in prison as well. On 18 March 2002, Mr.Nasser Zarafchan,
acting as counsel for Mrs. Sima Pouhandeh, the widow of Mohammed Djafar Pouhandeh (a writer
and human rights defender,murdered in 1998), was sentenced to three years in jail by the Military
Tribunal of Tehran for “weapons and alcohol possession ”. He was also sentenced to two years ’
imprisonment for his statements to the press regarding the lawsuit of the alleged murderers of Iranian
intellectuals, which ended in January 2001. Mr.Zarafchan appealed the decision. On 15th July 2002,
the court of appeal upheld the Military Tribunal ’s ruling. Mr.Zarafchan was arrested on 7th August
2002 and is now in prison in Evin. He appealed against this second ruling to the Supreme Court. The
appeal is still pending.

- June 2003 protests
In June 2003, pacific protests in favour of democratic reforms in Iran were violently repressed by
armed groups linked to the Hezbollah with the complicity of the armed forces. Individuals with iron
bars, circulating on light motorbikes, fully devoted to the Supreme Guide of the Revolution, Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, spread terror among the protesters.

Several tens of persons have been injured and at least one student was killed by bullets at the Chiraz
University. According to several sources, more than one thousand persons would have been arrested
or would have disappeared. Officially, more than 250 protesters were arrested since 10 June 2003,

5



when the protests began. Now, several hundreds of persons would still be detained ; their number and
their identity have not been announced.

It should also be noted that several tens of students are still in prison in connection with the protests
of 1999 (Ali Afchari, Ahmad Batebin Manoutchehr, Akbar Mohammadi, etc).

- Zahra Kazemi case
The death in detention of Zahra Kazemi, an Iranian/Canadian photo-journalist, on 27 June 2003 is
also a blatant violation of freedom of expression. She had been arrested on 23 June by plain-clothed
individuals belonging to the militia of Mr Saïd Mortazavi, the Attorney-General of Tehran. She was
transferred to the prison 359 of the secret services of Pastaran (Guardians of the Revolution). The
next day, the Attorney-General ordered a search of her domicile by the police. She was accused of
spying.

On 27 June, Mrs Kazemi was transferred, in coma, to the military hospital of Baghiatollah, where her
death was confirmed a short time afterwards, as a consequence of a cardiovascular accident. 

On 13 July, President Khatami ordered an enquiry on the conditions surrounding her death. The first
conclusions of that enquiry, made public on 16 July, acknowledged that the death was the result if a
cerebral haemorrhage due to blows to her head. 

Mrs Kazemi was buried in Iran, in spite of the request of her son, a Canadian citizen, that her body be
repatriated to Canada.

c) Other negative signals

If the reestablishment of the function of prosecutor in the judicial system is a positive step, the
appointment of Mr Mortazavi as the Attorney-General of Tehran is extremely preoccupying. Mr
Capithorne, the UN Special Representative on Iran, had already acknowledged that Mr Mortazavi was
responsible for the closure of newspapers in 2000 and for the arrest of editors and journalists, for the
arrest of lawyers who had legitimely exercised their profession as well as for the arrest of the
intellectuals who had participated in the conference in Berlin (see above).  The WGAD qualifies that
appointment as “questionable and questioned”10. The FIDH has called for the suspension of Mr
Mortazavi from his functions11.

The FIDH would like to stress that Mr Mortazavi is responsible for the repression against the pacific
protests of last June and he had authority on the detention center of the Guardians of the Revolution
where Mrs Kazemi would have been tortured.

The laws ratifying the CEDAW and the CAT have been censored by the Council of Guardians last
August. The reason invoked is the incompatibility of the text of those conventions with the principles
of Islam. It means that any attempt of ratification will face the same objection in the future.

The legislation on torture has been barred a third time by the Council of Guardians last August. The
prospects for the adoption of that text are dim at the moment.

We enclose the list of political prisoners elaborated by the Iranian league for the defence of human
rights, which was transmitted to the EU in view of the first session of the dialogue on year ago; that
list is not exhaustive. It only includes the names of political prisoners. On the 45 prisoners who were
on that list, 8 were liberated and one executed. Among the persons liberated, 3 have been released on
bail, and 2 only after they had served their sentence.

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

10 para 64.
11 http://www.fidh.org/communiq/2003/ir1807f.htm

6



 

7


