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Background  
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Iranian Kurdistan is a region in North Western Iran, with an area about the size of Bulgaria. It 
has a population of 8-10 million, estimated to be 11-15 % of the total population of Iran. The 
main language in the area is Kurdish, and the vast majority of the population (66%) is Sunni 
Muslim. Because of their attempts to gain autonomous rule as part of a wider Iran, Ayatollah 
Khomeini declared a Jihad against the Kurdish people in 1979, which led to military and 
economic repression which continues today. 
 
Religious Freedom 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Iran’s international and constitutional obligations require that they allow “religious or linguistic 
minorities…to enjoy their own culture (and have the right) to profess and practice their own 
religion”. In reality, this is seldom the case and in present-day Iran; Sunni institutions are 
blocked and Shia predominates.  Many Kurdish Sunnis living in Tehran cannot openly 
practice their religion since no Sunni mosque exists. 
 
Social Development 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Since the beginning of the 20

th
 century, the use of the Kurdish language in schools has been 

forbidden. After the Iranian Revolution in 1979, all newspapers, magazines and radio 
broadcasts in Kurdish have been banned. This means that the passing on of Kurdish history, 
oral traditions and writing systems has been made more difficult. Other social indicators of 
human development in Kurdistan single out the population and contribute to a low quality of 
life. Compared with the 30 other Iranian provinces, Kurdistan is ranked as one of the worst 
regions for average cost of food, average income, general illiteracy, adult illiteracy and 
poverty. There is also an estimated unemployment rate of around 50%, indicating the impact 
of discriminatory policies against the civilian Kurdish population.  
 
Political Prisoners 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
A problem that has been especially urgent in the past year is that of the treatment of political 
prisoners. Thousands of Iranian Kurds have been detained and given lengthy sentences 
without fair trial. They have been charged with subversion, membership to illegal 
organizations or “enmity against God.” There are widespread reports of torture taking place in 
Iran’s prisons. Despite various calls by the UN and the US, among others, human rights 
defenders are regularly arrested and receive harsh sentences. Several human rights lawyers 
have been stripped of their licenses and sentenced to up to 18 years in prison. In one recent 
case, a political prisoner was sentenced to death when the only evidence against him was the 
possession of a set of banned books. 
 
Extrajudicial Killings 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Over the past decades, Kurds have become victims to a steady stream of extrajudicial 
killings. Along the border regions of the Kurdish area in Iran, more than a hundred on-foot 
couriers have been shot by government forces over the past year. Human rights defenders 
who are deemed dangerous to the regime have become the victims of targeted killings. There 
also remain grave concerns as to the execution of minors in the state; a large proportion of 
the children executed are Kurdish. 
 
 


