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Religious persecution remains a problem in Iran. Groups that have been particularly targeted have been Muslims that have converted to Christianity, evangelical Protestant Christians, members of the Baha’i faith and Muslims that dissent from the ruling clerical establishment.

According to a report by the UN Special Representative of the Commission on Human Rights dated 16 January 2002 found that evangelical Christians, such as members of the Assemblies of God, have been harshly persecuted over the years, apparently on the grounds that they have been or might be seeking converts. Some have been sentenced to death and a few have been executed. The printing of Christian literature is prohibited and Christian bookstores are banned.

Kurds in Iran face persecution, which may be linked to both their ethnicity and the fact that they are largely Sunni Muslims, while the ruling clerical establishment is from the Shi’a Muslim majority. Up to seven supporters of the banned Kurdish People’s Democratic Party of Iran were executed in 2002. However, it should be noted that the Party has engaged in armed opposition to the Iranian government. 

It appears that Jews, Zoroastrians and Armenian and Assyrian Christians are tolerated as second class citizens in Iran, provided that they are not converts from Islam and they do not proselytise (seek converts). Jews still face discrimination within academic education and government employment. At least 12 Jews have been executed since the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979. In some good news, ten Jews imprisoned in 2000 were released in October 2002.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported in its briefing to the 59th Session of the UN Commission on Human Rights in February 2003 that senior Shi’a Islamic leaders and their supporters who disagree from the ruling Islamic group remain targets of official persecution.

HRW also reported that followers of the Baha’i faith also continue to face persecution, including being denied permission to worship or to carry out other communal affairs publicly. At least four Baha’is are serving prison terms for their religious faith. 

Iranian criminal law specifies penalties for various crimes that differ according to religion of the victim and the perpetrator. In general, non-Muslims are subject to harsher penalties and enjoy fewer protections than Muslims.

Political Struggle in Iran

HRW reports in their annual report for Iran covering 2002 that human rights progress in Iran remained caught in a political power struggle between popularly elected reformers, who controlled both the presidency and Parliament, and Islamic clerical conservatives, who exercised authority through the office of the Leader (held by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei), the Council of Guardians, the judiciary and the armed forces. Despite landslide electoral victories in every major election from 1997 to 2002, the reformers were unable to dislodge repressive policies favoured by the clerical leadership, including far-reaching restrictions on freedom of expression, association, and political participation.

However, the International Crisis Group in their August 2002 report “Iran: The Struggle for the Revolution’s Soul” indicates that the internal struggle in Iran is fluid and unstable. There are divisions within both the “conservative” and “reformist” camps and the connections between them; with some key people being “conservative” on certain issues and “reformers” on others. The reformers are generally from the modernist right-wing and the Islamic left-wing political groupings.

The Council of Guardians has repeatedly blocked bills passed by the Parliament in such areas as women’s rights, family law, the prevention of torture and electoral reform. The judiciary has further undermined the rule of law with arbitrary closures of newspapers and imprisonment of political activists. 

Australian Government seeks to Deport Iranian Asylum Seekers

The Australian Government has failed to recognise Iranian Christian asylum seekers as refugees. Many of these Iranian Christians are converts from Islam. The Government, until recently, had maintained it was safe for such Christians to live in Iran provided they kept their faith secret. This has meant that such Iranian Christians have been held in Australian detention centres for 3 to 5 years, as these people have been unwilling to voluntarily return to Iran.

Over the last three years, the Uniting Church has been involved with ministry to Iranians in detention. At Port Hedland and Curtin Detention Centres congregations made up of new converts, mostly Iranian, were formed. These people have felt a close connection with the Uniting Church and many of them consider themselves Uniting Church members. Once the Curtin detention centre closed, the Christian group there was dispersed to Port Hedland and the Baxter detention centres. In both Baxter and Port Hedland Centres the Uniting Church provides part time chaplaincy positions to continue to minister to these Iranians.

The Australian Government has announced it will forcibly deport the Iranians still in detention back to Iran. Since then, many Iranians in detention have received letters giving them 28 days to return voluntarily to Iran or face forcible deportation.

The 2003 Assembly passed a resolution condemning any attempt by the Australian Government to forcibly deport Iranian asylum seekers back to Iran. 

Taking Action

Write polite and respectful letters to (an airmail letter to Iran will cost $1.65 using a stamp with the words ‘International Post’ on it or you can use an aerogramme that will cost 85 cents)

His Excellency Hojjatoleslam val Moslemin Sayed Mohammad Khatami

The Presidency

Palestine Avenue

Azerbaijan Intersection

Tehran

Islamic Republic of Iran

E-mail: khatami@president.ir
Salutation: Your Excellency
His Excellency Ayatollah Sayed Ali Khamenei

The Presidency

Palestine Avenue

Azerbaijan Intersection

Tehran

Islamic Republic of Iran

E-mail: webmaster@wilayah.org
Salutation: Your Excellency
Mr Eshagh AL HABIB

Chargé d'Affaires a.i

Embassy of the Islamic Republic of Iran

PO Box 705

Mawson, ACT, 2607

E-mail: general@embassyiran.org.au

Salutation: Dear Mr Al Habib

Points to make in your letter:

· Call on the Iranian authorities to allow visits by the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion;

· Ask that the Iranian authorities abolish incommunicado detention and ensure that anyone detained has prompt access to lawyers and family members;

· Urge that the Iranian authorities take immediate steps to end discrimination against religious and ethnic minorities in Iran, in compliance with international human rights standards and the Iranian Constitution.

· Point out that Articles 15, 19 and 20 of the Iranian Constitution, in part expressly, in part implicitly clearly establishes the right of all Iranians to equality and fair treatment.

· Urge that Iranian authorities comply with Article 18 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights that guarantee that all people be free to adopt a religion and freely practice it, in public or privately, and have the right to change religion.

Also write polite and respectful letters to:

The Hon. Philip Ruddock MP 

Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs

Parliament House

Canberra, ACT, 2600

Salutation: Dear Minister
Ms Nicola Roxon MP

Shadow Minister for Population and Immigration

Parliament House

Canberra, ACT, 2600

Salutation: Dear Ms Roxon

And your local MP

· Urging that no Iranian asylum seekers are forcibly deported to Iran from Australia.

· Point out that for Iranians that have converted from Islam to Christianity face possible imprisonment and even the death penalty if they return to Iran. Urge that such asylum seekers be granted refugee status.

· Point out that forcibly deporting Iranian asylum seekers that had converted from Islam to Christianity would violate Australia’s international obligations not to deport anyone to a country where they face serious human rights abuses.
