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Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to speak about the situation of minorities in Iran. My name 

is Marino Busdachin, and I am the General Secretary of the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples 

Organization, an international, non-violent and democratic membership organisation. In Iran, UNPO 

represents the Baloch in the South-East, the Ahwazi Arabs in the South-West, the Iranian Kurds in 

the North-West, and Southern Azerbaijan in the North-West. Today I will present you with a short 

overview of the situation of minority groups in Iran.  

A systematic assimilation policy from Teheran threatens the continuation of the languages and 

customs of ethnic minority groups in the country. While only a small majority of the country (51%) has 

Farsi as their mother tongue
1
, Farsi is  the national language; it is forbidden to use other languages in 

formal or public places or as a language of instruction. Ahwazi Arab students have a drop-out rate of 

70% because they find it hard to keep up in classes held in their second language.
2
 In Iranian 

Kurdistan, all newspapers, magazines and radio broadcasts in Kurdish have been banned. This 

linguistic discrimination means that local history, oral traditions and writing systems might be lost 

within generations. Activists who speak out run the risk of being arrested. Ghazi Haidari, an Ahwazi 

Arab,  was arrested in 2009 as a result of his research on Ahwaz history and his writings on the social 

and economic situation of Ahwazi Arabs. He has been sentenced to ten years in prison, a period of 

which he has spent in the notorious Karoon prison. Haidari has been subjected to brutal interrogations 

and is now said to be in a critical condition due to  torture.
3
 

The rate of unemployment among minorities is quite high, especially considering that the regions they 

inhabit are rich in natural resources. Al Ahwaz boasts one of the richest oil fields in Iran, West-

Balochistan is rich in gas and oil, and Iranian Kurdistan provides a large portion of Iran with water. 

The local populations in each of these regions, however, do not benefit from the highly profitable 

extraction of these resources. Often, minority groups in Iran have become victims of ecological and 

social disasters left in the wake of oil mining and other industrial and hydro-electric projects, a 

situation exacerbated by the Iranian government’s confiscation of land.   

Another reason for the high level of unemployment reported among minority groups is the use of an 

ideological selection test for jobs in government and, sometimes, in the private sector. This test 

requires candidates to pledge allegiance to Shia Islam, which effectively excludes the majority of 

Baloch, Turkmen and Kurds, who are Sunni Muslims. 

Minorities are underrepresented in political positions in Iran. Arabs in Al-Ahwaz hold fewer than 15% 

of the top government positions in their region, despite comprising a majority of the population. Many 

ethnic groups decided to boycott the 2009 Iranian elections because their candidates were forced to 

withdraw their candidature. This lack of representation in government means that minorities have very 

little influence as to the decisions which affect them.  
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The most acute concerns facing all minority groups in Iran are arbitrary arrest, imprisonment and 

the death sentence. The judicial system in Iran is notoriously unjust and unreliable. Especially in Al-

Ahwaz, prisons are overcrowded. There are reports of 300 inmates sharing only five toilets and 

sleeping in the toilets and corridors because there is no room in the cells. There is also limited access 

to clean drinking water, food and medical care.
4
 Suspects are not allowed to meet with a lawyer until 

the preliminary investigation, which means that they do not receive any legal advice during the 

interrogation period. There are reports of torture being used to extract false confessions, which are 

then recorded and televised to frame suspects as terrorists.
5
 Human rights lawyers who speak out 

against this practice are in danger of being stripped of their licenses and arrested. Some have been 

sentenced to prison for up to 18 years.
6
 The death sentence is used increasingly often for cases 

regarding ‘enmity against God’. In total, there were more than 600 executions in 2011, a lot of which 

were public executions. As the UN Special Rapporteurs said in relation to the public hanging of four 

Ahwazi Arabs earlier this year, ‘ [A]ny death sentence that is undertaken in contravention of those 

international obligations is tantamount to arbitrary execution.’ 

Ethnic minorities are especially vulnerable because they are distrusted by the authorities, and they 

are often accused of being separatists and terrorists when they try to speak out. I will now discuss two 

recent examples in more detail. 

In West Balochistan, 15-year-old Mohhamad Saber Malikraisi and his brothers were arrested when 

the authorities were looking for their older brother. He was later shown on television stating that he 

was a member of a Baloch insurgent group, fuelling suspicions that he must have been tortured in 

prison to make this false confession. He was sentenced to 15 years imprisonment and exile.
7
 

Mohammed Seddigh Kaboudvand is a journalist from Iranian Kurdistan who was named ‘International 

Journalist of the Year’ at the 2009 British Press Awards. Unfortunately, he was unable to attend the 

ceremony to receive his prize because he was serving a ten-year prison sentence for his 

establishment of the Human Rights Organization for Kurdistan in 2007. Even though he is gravely ill, 

he has been on three hunger strikes to protest the Iranian government’s refusal to grant him 

permission to visit his son, who is in hospital.
8
  

Religious minorities are also being persecuted. The over 300,000 followers of the Bahá’ί faith have 

faced executions, torture and imprisonment for years. Cases in the last year include six Bahá’ί being 

arrested for providing education, and the conviction of a young activist who was denied access to 

higher education. Converted Christians, especially evangelical groups, regularly face harassment and 

arrests. Last year, the governor of Tehran publicly referred to detained Christians as ‘deviant and 

corrupt’. The same judgement fell on Sufi Muslims, who have faced growing government repression in 

the past few years.
9
  

 Minority rights in Iran are not only being severely abused, but ignored altogether. The human rights 

situation in Iran is particularly grave and requires increased and continued attention on the part of the 
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European Union. Amid debates about the nuclear threat posed by Iran, we must not lose sight of 

the urgent need for improvements in minority and human rights in the country. As the UN Special 

Rapporteur for Human Rights in Iran noted recently, ‘officials continue to stifle all forms of dissent, 

persecute religious and ethnic minorities, harass and intimidate human rights defenders, and engage 

in the torture of detainees.’ 

Thank you for your attention.  


