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Background

The Ahwazi are the indigenous Arab peoples, predominately located in the Al-Ahwaz
province, in the southwest of Iran. The area is also known as Khuzestan or Arabistan. In
1925, the nomadic Arab tribes in the region were forcibly settled by a ruler who was
supported by the British officials. After the Islamic Revolution in 1979, the policy of eliminating
national identities was bolstered and demands for better representation and more autonomy
were met with violence. Ever since the Iran-Iraq war, Arabs in Iran are viewed with suspicion.
Since the 1980s, the Iranian government has imposed several discriminatory ethnic and
religious policies that have banned Sunni Ahwazi Arabs from participating in government,
limited their access to education and resources, and forced them into abject poverty.

Linguistic and Cultural discrimination

Like other minorities in Iran, Ahwazi Arabs are not allowed to use their own language as a
medium of instruction, which has led to a drop-out rate of 70% amongst Arab students. The
Iranian authorities actively oppose the spread of the local Ahwazi culture. This year, a writer
was sentenced to prison for his research into Ahwazi Arab history and literature.

Economic discrimination

One of the richest oil fields in Iran is located in Al-Ahwaz, for which the government has
recently struck a lucrative exploitation deal. However, the profits and benefits of this
agreement do not benefit the Ahwaz population at large, of which up to 20% is unemployed.
Despite a 50% quota for local employees, oil company managers refuse to employ Ahwazi
people in the industry. Another issue is that, during the Irag-lran war, some of the territory of
Al-Ahwaz was confiscated by the Iranian government for security measures, but has not been
given back to the Ahwazi people. This has left an estimated 200,000 Ahwazi Arabs displaced.
Vast stretches of Al-Ahwaz continue to be riddled with explosive mines and bombs from the
Iran-lraq War.

Abuse through the penal system

Human rights activists among the Ahwazi Arabs are subject to oppression from the Iranian
government, including arbitrary arrests, torture and ill-treatment after detention, and trial
without access to legal representation. Because of the deep-rooted distrust of the Ahwawi
minority, representatives are often viewed as separatists and they thus run a higher risk of
persecution. Prisons are overcrowded after a clamp-down on dissent in the region, with
reports of 300 inmates sharing 5 toilets and being forced to sleep in the prison corridors.
There is limited access to clean drinking water, food, and medical care. Death penalties are
regularly handed out to Ahwazi political prisoners.

Environmental issues

The relatively recent oil mining, industrial, and hydro-electric developments — coupled with
increased land confiscation by the Iranian government — have spelled ecological and social
disaster for the Ahwazi Arabs. Oil mining and industrial development have radically
transformed the Al-Ahwaz landscape, as local mountains and river beds have been levelled in
order to accommodate the developments. One the greatest threats to the Ahwazi people is
the proposed diversion of the Karoun River, which would exacerbate endemic poverty in the
region by reducing the availability of water.



