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Good morning.  Thank you for the opportunity to provide additional information about the situation of the Bahá’ís in Iran, and to respond to any questions you may have.
I’m Bev Watson, from the Bahá’í Office of External Affairs, and I have brought a colleague with me –Ramez Rowhani, a member of the Wellington Bahá’í community who came to New Zealand from Iran.
What we plan to do is break this presentation into three parts:  First, I’d like to provide some background to the persecution of the Bahá’ís in Iran and to offer a few specific examples of the actions taken by the Iranian authorities; then I will hand over to Ramez, who will tell you something of his family’s personal experiences before they left Iran; and finally we will be happy to answer any questions you may have.

To begin, I’d like to provide some information that will hopefully put everything into a broader context:
The Bahá’ís in Iran have been persecuted since the very beginning of the Bahá’í Faith in that country in the mid 19th Century, and you may well wonder why? 
· Firstly, Bahá’u’lláh , the Prophet Founder of the Bahá’í Faith POST-dates Mohamed and the establishment of Islam.   Since Moslems believe there will be no further Prophets after Mohamed, Bahá’u’lláh and His followers are automatically regarded as heretics and infidels.
· Secondly, Bahá’u’lláh brought many teachings that are unacceptable to some conservative members of the Islamic leadership – for example, the equality of men and women; the abolition of clergy; the right of individuals to independently investigate religious truth…
The persecution of the Bahá’ís has varied in intensity from time to time but has continued regardless of which regime is in power.   In the early years, more than 20,000 Bahá’ís were killed; since the 1979 Iranian Revolution, more than 200 Bahá’ís have been executed or murdered; thousands have been arrested, detained and interrogated; and tens of thousands have been deprived of jobs, pensions and educational opportunities.  The government has banned sacred Bahá’í institutions.  The community’s holy places, cemeteries and property have either been confiscated, vandalized or destroyed.
Nevertheless, Bahá’ís love Iran – it is, after all, the birthplace of their Faith – and (unlike any of the other great world religions) Bahá’ís regard Mohamed as a Prophet of God, Whose teachings (in their pure form) were the cause of the further advancement of civilization.  
Moreover, Bahá’ís are required, as a basic tenet of their Faith, to be loyal and obedient citizens of the countries in which they reside, and to strictly avoid partisan political involvement, subversive activity and all forms of violence.  

Further, Bahá’ís are required to serve humanity and to be the cause of unity under all circumstances.
Despite this, however, the persecution is formally mandated in a 1991 Memorandum aimed at establishing policy on “the Bahá’í Question”.   Drawn up by the Supreme Revolutionary Cultural Council, and approved by the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ali Khamenei, and the (then) President of Iran, Hahsemi Rafsanjani, the Memorandum specifically states that “The Government’s dealings with them [the Bahá’ís] must be in such a way that their progress and development are blocked” – and then goes on to elaborate the ways in which this can be done,  including “They can be enrolled in schools provided they have not identified themselves as Bahá’ís”; “They must be expelled from universities, either in the admission process or during the course of their studies, once it becomes known that they are Bahá’ís”; “Deny them any position of influence, such as in the educational sector, etc.”; “Deny them employment if they identify themselves as Bahá’ís” …  The problem with the phrase about “identifying themselves as Bahá’ís” is that students are frequently required to state their religion and - because they are Bahá’ís and will not lie - they answer truthfully. Likewise, in the employment sector, Workers’ Unions are increasingly being asked to identify Bahá’í members and to monitor their activities.
The discovery of this Memorandum made it abundantly clear that, no matter what trumped up charges may be levelled against the Bahá’ís, the persecution is solely on the basis of religion.  The Memorandum has never been rescinded and, in fact, we have ample documentary evidence that it is being implemented in an increasingly systematic and vigorous manner throughout Iran.   This documentary evidence has been accepted as genuine by the United Nations, international human rights organisations, and many governments around the world (including New Zealand) – despite claims by representatives of the Iranian government that the documents are all forgeries.  
However, on 15 February of this year – according to Fars News (which is backed by the Iranian government) – the government declared all Bahá’í administrative arrangements illegal and stated that “vigorous confrontation with the administrative elements [of the Bahá’í community] will continue until their absolute annihilation”.  This news was also issued by the Islamic Republic News Agency (another official organ) and announced on national television.  So far, we are aware of six Bahá’ís who have been arrested on the grounds that their administrative activities are illegal – all of them in the City of Semnan. 
The persecution is, of course, in clear violation of a number of international human rights instruments to which Iran is a signatory. It is also in clear violation of the Holy Qur’an and Iran’s own constitution.
Article 13 of the Iranian constitution, however, is problematic – it states that Zoroastrianism, Judaism and Christianity are the only recognised religious minorities in Iran.  This has apparently been interpreted to mean that the constitution therefore does not apply to Bahá’ís, although they constitute by far the largest religious minority in that country, with approximately 350,000 adherents.
With that background in place, I’d like to mention a few specific examples of action taken by the Iranian authorities against the Bahá’ís in that country.
1. With regard to the situation of the Yaran – the seven Bahá’ís (1) who were acting as the unofficial leaders of the Iranian Bahá’í Community –  I won’t repeat the information you already have, but I 
________________

(1) Mrs Fariba Kamalabadi, Mr Jamaloddin Khanjani, Mr Afif Naeimi, Mr Saeid Rezaie, Mrs Mahvash Sabet, Mr Behrouz Tavakkoli and Mr Vahid Tizfahm.
should tell you that their trial has again been postponed, and is now scheduled to take place on 18 October.  

Whether or not that actually happens remains to be seen, as the Iranian authorities may change their plans yet again.  Meantime, however, the Yaran have still not been formally charged, and they have still not had access to their legal counsel.  They continue to be held under extremely harsh conditions.  
2. Another example of pure religious persecution can be found in the arrests, in May 2006, of 53 young Bahá’ís and several Moslems, who had been engaged in an educational programme for under-privileged children in Shiraz – a programme for which they had official permits.  The Moslem youth were released the same day, whereas the Bahá’í youth were held for up to a month before being released.  More than a year later, in August 2007, the Bahá’ís were all summoned to receive the court’s judgment.  All were charged with “indirect teaching” of the Bahá’í Faith, despite statements signed by Muslim participants that they had been unaware of any such “teaching”, and despite acknowledgement by the court that the “teaching” materials contained no explicit mention of the Bahá'í Faith.  Three of the young Bahá'ís (1) were sentenced to four years’ imprisonment. The 50 others were sentenced to one year in prison, suspended for three years, on the condition they attend classes organized by the Islamic Propaganda Organization – which they have been doing, and during which the teacher repeatedly insults and degrades the Bahá’í Faith.  
Three months after the three Bahá’ís had been sentenced to four years’ imprisonment, they were asked to go to the Ministry of Intelligence to retrieve belongings taken from them when they were originally arrested.  However, when they arrived at the Ministry, they were immediately taken to the Ministry’s detention centre, where they have been held for the past 22 months under extremely harsh conditions – their cells are without windows, a chair, a bed, or even a pillow or mattress – and by law, are intended only for temporary detainment.   The two young women share a cell, while the young man has been held in solitary confinement for the entire time.   All three are refused basic rights such as daily exercise; regular, open visits with their families; and access to medical attention. 

In June 2008 an Iranian official re-examined the cases and exonerated the Bahá'ís, but no action has been taken to overturn the verdict or to release these three young people, whose only “crime” was to assist underprivileged children.
3. As noted earlier, the Iranian Government has established policy aimed at preventing Bahá’ís from gaining an education, and this has resulted in an entire generation being denied entrance into university.   This year, of the 380 Bahá’í students who passed the national entrance exam, 22 have apparently already been identified as Bahá’ís and therefore prevented from registering at university.
  _________________

(1) Ms Haleh Roohi, Ms Raha Sabet and Mr Sasan Taqva
 A total of 307 were listed as eligible to continue the application process, but it is not yet known how many will finally be permitted to register and begin their studies.  Meantime, other Bahá’í  university students continue to be expelled …
Bahá’í students in primary, intermediate and high schools throughout Iran also continue to be subjected to harassment, vilification and severe psychological pressure – most often by their teachers and school administrators.    Children as young as six are being subjected to this kind of treatment.

Ramez will make some additional comments about the denial of education in a moment  - he is one of the many thousands of Iranian Bahá’ís who has personal experience of this.
4. Finally, I’d like to highlight the situation in Semnan City, because it is a chilling example of what is happening throughout Iran:
· Death threats 

· Harassment and intimidation from officials, anonymous callers and plainclothes agents

· Vandalizing and arson of Bahá’í homes, shops, farms, vehicles and cemeteries

· Public seminars and rallies which are anti-Bahá’í 
· Citizens are urged not to associate with Bahá’ís, not to conduct business with them, and to find ways to expel them from the city

· Muslim clerics have invited schools to give anti-Bahá’í presentations

· Bahá’í schoolchildren are seated separately from their classmates

· Local officials have refused to issue or renew business licenses and managerial permits to Bahá’ís, have revoked valid licenses and permits, and ordered the destruction of Bahá’í-owned crops and livestock

I hope this has given you a broad picture of what is being experienced by the Bahá’ís in Iran – and has been experienced by them with increasing intensity ever since the 1979 Cultural Revolution.  
And now I would like to hand over to Ramez so that you can hear from somebody who has actual, first-hand experience of many of these activities.  Thank you for your attention.

***
Closing comments

Several things are quite clear:

· the human rights of the Bahá’ís in Iran are being systematically violated as a result of formal government policy – and have been for a very long time

· these violations are being carried out solely on the basis of religion – accusations of “espionage for Israel”, “insulting religious sanctities”, “propaganda against the Islamic Republic” and “spreading corruption on earth” - amongst other accusations - are pure fabrication

· the situation is escalating

As stated in our earlier submission, the Bahá’í community is immensely grateful for the action taken by the New Zealand government in the past.  However, since the situation of the Bahá’ís in Iran continues to deteriorate, we would like New Zealand to make an even stronger and more meaningful effort to put pressure on Iran and to help curb the current escalation of persecution.  

We have therefore included a list of possible actions (below, expanded from our earlier submission) that we hope that the Select Committee might take.  We would also be very happy to hear of any other suggestions you may have.

 Thank you again for your attention.  We welcome any questions you may have.

***

We hope that the Select Committee will do whatever it can to encourage the New Zealand government to

· impress upon the government of Iran that its actions in this matter remain under close international scrutiny 

· call on Iran to release the Yaran pending their hearing, as the law specifies

· call on Iran to ensure that the trial of the Yaran, whenever it is held, is conducted in a fair and open manner

· call on Iran to immediately release the three young Bahá’ís who are being held in the Ministry of Intelligence Detention Centre in Shiraz

· consider initiating a discussion on these issues in Parliament and passing a Notice of Motion condemning the actions of the Iranian government

· consider making a public statement condemning the persecution of the Bahá’ís in Iran – with particular reference to the situation of the Yaran and the situation of the three young Bahá’ís in Shiraz – and advising  what action the New Zealand Government is taking in this regard 

· consider any other appropriate action that might be effective

