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Introduction, pg 17 
Criminal Charges 
The Iranian government has arrested scores of NGO activists and sentenced them 
to prison on the grounds that their work or speech allegedly “harms national security” 
or that they are “foreign agents.” Members of Kurdish rights organisations have 
faced even worse, with lengthy prison sentences, including the death penalty, for 
their work reporting on rights violations affecting the Kurdish community. In 2008, the 
government sentenced to death Farzad Kamangar, a member of the Organization for 
the Defence of Human Rights in Kurdistan, claiming without proof that he was a 
member of the banned Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK). It also sentenced Sadigh 
Kaboudvand, who headed the group, to 11 years in prison for his NGO activities, 
along with prison terms for 12 of his colleagues. 
 
Abusing Patients, pp 52-53 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 
In 2009 Human Rights Watch found that health providers in Iraqi Kurdistan were 
involved in both performing and promoting misinformation about the practice of 
female genital mutilation. FGM is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) 
as all practices “involving partial or total removal of the external female genitalia or 
injury to the female genital organs for non-medical reasons.” 
 
The investigation found that FGM was practiced by midwives, but that its prevalence 
and harm were routinely minimized by physicians and government medical officials. 
For example, one physician explained to Human Rights Watch that she counselled 
patients that “circumcision is nothing; it does not influence life because a woman is 
sensitive in all her parts.”8 Government medical providers routinely told Human 
Rights Watch that FGM was uncommon—despite surveys finding nearly half of all 
girls to be circumcised—and promoted false information in media campaigns. One 
woman told Human Rights Watch that on television “a [government] doctor explained 
that FGM is normal.... The doctor said, ‘If you do it or not it’s still the same.’” 
 
The UN Human Rights Committee has said that FGM violates protections against 
torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment found in the ICCPR. The UN 
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Committee against Torture has repeatedly said that practices such as FGM violate 
the physical integrity and human dignity of girls and women. In Iraqi Kurdistan, 
medical personnel are both complicit in action, performing FGM or providing patients 
patently false information about it, and inaction, failing to halt the practice in their role 
as government officials. 
 
Armenia, pg 375 
The Council of Europe also issued a report in September 2009 on the situation of 
minority languages in Armenia, in which it called upon the authorities to “develop a 
structured policy to make available sufficient teacher training and updated teaching 
materials in Assyrian, Yezidi and Kurdish at all education levels.” 
 
Turkey, pg 455 
The government’s public announcement in summer 2009, and to the Turkish 
parliament in November, that it was committed to ensuring the human rights of Kurds 
in Turkey, was the most hopeful indication that a long-stalled reform process might 
be restarted. The realisation of a plan to uphold minority rights for Turkey’s different 
ethnic and religious groups would represent a fundamental departure from the 
variously assimilationist or repressive policies of the past, and offers the possibility of 
advancing the rights of all groups. 
 
The obstacles to change remain clear. Numerous provisions of the current 
constitution restrict human rights and fundamental freedoms, and a new constitution 
must be a priority. There were continuing prosecutions and convictions of individuals 
who expressed nonviolent critical opinion or political views on the Kurdish issue, 
among other subjects viewed as controversial.  
 
Restrictions on press freedom remain a concern.  
 
Freedom of Expression, Assembly, and Association 
The criminalisation of opinion remains a key obstacle to the protection of human 
rights in Turkey, although debate is increasingly open and critical. Prosecutions of 
journalists, writers, publishers, academics, human rights defenders, and officials of 
Kurdish political parties and associations sometimes resulted in convictions. 
 
Journalists and editors were frequently prosecuted for investigative reporting on 
matters such as the conduct of the military. Temporary closure of newspapers, and 
long-term restriction of access to websites, including YouTube, continued. 
 
Restrictions on broadcasting in minority languages were progressively lifted in 2009. 
January saw the opening of a Kurdish-language state television channel, TRT Şeş, 
and in November there was an easing of restrictions on private channels 
broadcasting in minority languages. 
 
Demonstrators deemed supporters of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) are 
treated similarly to the group’s armed militants by courts. Following a March 2008 
precedent decision by the General Penal Board of the Court of Cassation, individuals 
joining demonstrations where the PKK had called for public participation were to be 
charged with “membership” in the PKK for “committing a crime in the name of the 
organization.” To date, hundreds of demonstrators, a significant proportion of them 
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children, have been convicted or are on trial under these charges for their 
participation in sometimes violent demonstrations. Most of those on trial spend 
prolonged periods in pretrial detention. 
 
Since November 2007 the pro-Kurdish Democratic Society Party (DTP), which has 
20 members in parliament, has been faced with a closure case pending before the 
Constitutional Court for alleged separatist activities. 
 
Human Rights Defenders 
In November 2009, 31 mainly Izmir-based members of trade unions affiliated with 
the public sector workers’ trade union confederation KESK stood trial in Izmir on 
charges of being members of the PKK. The evidence against them mainly referred to 
their activities in support of such issues as Kurdish-language education. In Ankara in 
November lawyer Filiz Kalaycı, former head of the Ankara branch of the Human 
Rights Association and a member of the association’s prison commission, stood trial 
with three other lawyers and the head of a prisoners’ solidarity association on 
charges of PKK membership. The lawyers have been involved in the documentation 
of prisoners’ complaints about prison conditions, ill-treatment, and disciplinary 
punishments, and there are concerns that they have been targeted for prosecution 
because of this work. Both proceedings are ongoing at this writing. 
 
Iran, pg 499 
 
Treatment of Minorities 
In the northwest provinces of Azerbaijan and Kurdistan, the government restricts 
cultural and political activities, including the organizations that focus on social issues. 
The government also restricts these minorities from promoting their cultures and 
languages. 
 
Iraq,  pg 501 
Human rights conditions in Iraq remain extremely poor, especially for displaced 
persons, religious and ethnic minorities, and vulnerable groups such as women and 
girls, and men suspected of homosexual conduct. Iraq marked the June 30, 2009 
withdrawal of United States combat forces from its towns and cities with parades and 
a national holiday. In the subsequent weeks, violence shook the country as 
extremists launched multiple attacks in several locations. 
 
Serious tensions between the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the Iraqi 
central and provincial governments continued over control of territories lying between 
the mainly Kurdish- and Arab-inhabited areas in northern Iraq. Escalating conflict 
there worsened the human rights situation of non-Kurdish and non-Arab minority 
groups living in these contested areas. 
 
Political Developments 
In January 2009, 14 of Iraq’s 18 governorates held provincial elections (the three 
governorates comprising the Kurdistan region had their elections in July; no elections 
were held in the disputed Kirkuk governorate). The participation of more political 
parties, in particular Sunni Arab parties, resulted in a dramatic change of power in 
areas where Sunni Arabs had boycotted the 2005 elections, notably in Nineveh 
governorate. Overall, the election results reflected sectarian divisions. 



Kurdistan Commentary, 2010.  
kurdistancommentary.wordpress.com 

 
On June 24, 2009, the Kurdistan National Assembly (the regional parliament) passed 
a draft regional constitution that laid claim to disputed areas, provoking outrage from 
central government leaders. The KRG insists, in the face of central and provincial 
government recalcitrance, that the referendum mandated by article 140 of Iraq’s 
2005 constitution finally be held (the constitutional deadline was December 31, 
2007), confident that the referendum would endorse the incorporation of the disputed 
areas into the semi-autonomous Kurdish region. 
 
Accountability for Past Crimes, pg 503 
In August the Iraqi High Tribunal (IHT) sentenced former deputy prime minister Tariq 
Aziz and Ali Hassan al-Majid (known as “Chemical Ali”) each to seven years in jail for 
their roles in planning the forced displacement of Kurds from northern Iraq in the late 
1980s. The conviction followed a separate 15-year jail sentence that both received in 
March for the former government’s execution of merchants accused of profiteering 
under sanctions in 1992. Also in March 2009 the IHT sentenced al-Majid to death for 
the murder of Shia Muslims in 1999 (he was previously sentenced to death for his 
role in the 1988 Anfal campaign against the Kurds, and suppression of a Shia 
uprising after the 1991 Gulf War). 
 
Gender-Based Violence, pg 504 
Violence against women and girls continues to be a serious problem, with members 
of insurgent groups and militias, soldiers, and police among the perpetrators. Even in 
high-profile cases involving police or security forces, prosecutions are rare. Insurgent 
groups have targeted women who are politicians, civil servants, journalists, and 
women’s rights activists. They have also attacked women on the street for what they 
consider “immoral” or “un-Islamic” behaviour or dress. “Honour” killings by family 
members remain a threat to women and girls in Kurdish areas, as well as elsewhere 
in Iraq. 
 
Female genital mutilation is practiced mainly in Kurdish areas of Iraq; reportedly 60 
percent of Kurdish women have undergone this procedure, although the KRG 
claimed that the figures are exaggerated. Girls and women receive conflicting and 
inaccurate messages from public officials on its consequences. The Kurdistan 
parliament in 2008 passed a draft law outlawing FGM, but the ministerial decree 
necessary to implement it, expected in February 2009, was inexplicably cancelled. 
 
Violence against Minorities, pg 506 
Armed groups continued to persecute ethnic and religious minorities with impunity. 
After US forces withdrew from Iraqi cities, assailants launched horrific attacks 
against minority groups: in Nineveh province alone, bombings in four towns and 
cities killed more than 137 and injured almost 500 from the Yazidi, Shabak, and 
Turkmen communities. 
 
As the conflict intensified between the Arab-dominated central government and the 
KRG over control of the disputed territories running across northern Iraq from the 
Iranian to the Syrian borders, minorities found themselves in an increasingly 
precarious position. Leaders of minority communities complained that Kurdish 
security forces engaged in arbitrary arrests and detentions, intimidation, and in some 
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cases low-level violence, against minorities who challenged Kurdish control of the 
disputed territories. 
 
Syria,  pg 555 
Syria’s poor human rights situation deteriorated further in 2009, as the authorities 
arrested political and human rights activists, censored websites, detained bloggers, 
and imposed travel bans. No political parties are licensed. Emergency rule, imposed 
in 1963, remains in effect and Syria’s multiple security agencies continue to detain 
people without arrest warrants. The Supreme State Security Court (SSSC), an 
exceptional court with almost no procedural guarantees, resumed trials in March 
2009, following an eight-month suspension. Syria’s repressive policies toward its 
Kurdish minority continue. Security agencies prevented political and cultural 
gatherings, and regularly detain and try Kurdish activists demanding increased 
political rights and recognition of Kurdish culture. 
 
Arrest and Trial of Political Activists 
The SSSC sentenced over 45 people in 2009 on various grounds, including 
membership in the banned Muslim Brotherhood, Kurdish activism, membership in 
unauthorized political groups, and independent criticism of the government. On 
February 4, political security detained two members of the Communist Party for 
collecting signatures opposing a government decree that imposes new restrictions 
on real estate transactions in border areas. Three months later, on May 21, political 
security detained five members of the Communist Work Party during a gathering at a 
member’s house. At this writing, all remain in detention. 
 
Arbitrary Detention, Enforced Disappearances, and Torture, pg 558 
Syria’s multiple security services continue to detain people without arrest warrants 
and frequently refuse to disclose their whereabouts for weeks and sometimes 
months—in effect forcibly disappearing them. The fate of at least 10 men detained in 
August 2008 from the region of Deir al-Zawr because of suspected ties to Islamists 
remains unknown. The authorities have also kept silent about the fate of at least 
eight Kurds detained since September 2008 on suspicion of ties to a separatist 
Kurdish movement. 
 
As in previous years, the government failed to acknowledge security force 
involvement in the “disappearance” of an estimated 17,000 persons, mostly Muslim 
Brotherhood members and other Syrian activists detained by the government in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, as well as hundreds of Lebanese and Palestinians 
detained in Syria or abducted from Lebanon. The vast majority remains unaccounted 
for and many are believed to have been killed. 
 
Human Rights Watch received numerous reports of ill-treatment and torture by 
security agencies. On January 10, 2009, the security services returned the body of 
Muhammad Amin al-Shawa, 43, who had been detained in August 2008, to his 
family. According to Syrian human rights groups, he died under torture. Ten Kurdish 
activists told Human Rights Watch that agents of security agencies tortured them in 
2009. 
 
Discrimination and Repression against Kurds, pg 559 
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Kurds, Syria’s largest non-Arab ethnic minority, remain subject to systematic 
discrimination, including the arbitrary denial of citizenship to an estimated 300,000 
Syria-born Kurds.  
 
Authorities suppress expressions of Kurdish identity, and prohibit the teaching of 
Kurdish in schools. On February 28, 2009, security forces violently dispersed Kurds 
who had gathered to protest the decree restricting real estate transactions in border 
areas, and subsequently detained 21 demonstrators. 
 
In March police stopped a musical event organized by a Kurdish political party in 
Qamishli, and security forces broke up gatherings celebrating the Kurdish New Year 
in Qamishli and Derbassiyeh. 
 
Security forces detained at least nine prominent Kurdish political leaders in 
2009,including, on January 10, Mustapha Jum`a, acting general secretary of the 
Azadi Party. On April 14 a military court sentenced two Yekiti party leaders, Fuad 
`Aliko and Hasan Saleh, to 8 and 13 months in prison respectively for membership in 
an unlicensed political organization. On May 11 a criminal court sentenced Mesh`al 
Tammo, spokesperson for the Kurdish Future Movement in Syria, to three-and-a half 
years in prison for “weakening national sentiments” and “broadcasting false 
information.” On October 20 a criminal court sentenced Ibrahim Berro, a Yekiti party 
leader, to eight months in prison for membership in an unlicensed political 
organization. 
 
 
 


