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Introduction
This report by the Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR), “They Will Not Shoot Down Our
Dream: Challenges Faced by Human Rights Defenders in Iraq Following the October Popular
Movement”, is based on research carried out during a mission to the country in early 2022. The
mission to Iraq found that human rights defenders, journalists and activists still hold onto hope
for an end to the extreme human rights violations, but urgently need international support to
help promote human rights, press freedom and accountability.
The objective of the mission was to develop new contacts and follow up on some cases raised
in GCHR’s periodic reports on Iraq, while assessing the conditions for human rights defenders
to report on human rights violations in Iraq. Since 2020, GCHR issued 21 periodic reports on
human rights violations across Iraq, such as the killings, assassinations and kidnappings of
human rights defenders, journalists and civil society activists, targeting of protesters in sit-in
squares, and attacks on peaceful demonstrations, in addition to seven periodic reports (and nine
appeals) on the Kurdistan region of Iraq since December 2020.
The mission to Iraq was conducted by two women who must remain anonymous for security
reasons, as must all those interviewed. The mission team met with 60 journalists, human rights
defenders, protesters and activists one-on-one and in some small focus groups, mostly in
Baghdad and Basra (due to security issues), including activists who had fled the city to avoid
assassination. There was gender balance in the interviews and focus groups. In focus groups,
the mission team interviewed many activists working for women’s rights who are very
inspiring, as well as youth, and human rights defenders working on minority rights. They also
interviewed journalists and human rights defenders in exile online, who fled the country due to
threats or targeting of their families.
GCHR is an independent, non-profit and non-governmental organisation that provides support
and protection to human rights defenders in the Gulf region and neighbouring countries in order
to promote human rights, including but not limited to freedom of expression, association and
peaceful assembly. GCHR was founded in April 2011 by human rights defenders in the Gulf
region and neighbouring countries. It receives guidance from an Advisory Board composed of
regional and international human rights advocates, including academics and lawyers.

General Context
For decades, Iraq has suffered from political instability as well as economic and social crises,
accompanied by numerous conflicts that contributed to the prevalence of armed factions that
operate outside the state’s control, and caused unprecedented challenges in the human rights
scene.
Since 2011, Iraq witnessed a series of demonstrations, which began for the most part with
strong and regional demands protesting injustice, then escalated to peaceful demonstrations.
Over the years, the protests sought to change government policies and introduce constitutional
and legislative amendments that address people's economic rights and security needs, in
addition to calling for expanding public freedoms. The demonstrators demanded the provision
of basic services such as employment, electricity, housing and water. However, they were
targeted by systematic campaigns which entailed arrest, repression and malicious prosecution
on multiple charges, such as being alleged agents of foreign entities, espionage, and
sabotaging public property (which are crimes against internal and external state security).
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While targeting human rights defenders and demonstrators is not a new phenomenon in Iraq,
its nature and frequency following the beginning of demonstrations in October 2019, show
the extent of the challenges posed by the hostile environment in which human rights defenders
work.
The broad context in Iraq was characterised by the illegal status of the political parties that
control decision-making and power, limited employment opportunities for independent
citizens; aggravated government and party administrative corruption; slow judicial
proceedings in issuing decisive verdicts against rampant corruption, in addition to the overall
decline in education, housing, health, municipal and electricity services. Against this
backdrop, the October 2019 demonstrations raised a number of demands, varying from social
and economic priorities. The demands were often of a local nature, and were linked to the
right to employment and housing, or calling for the dismissal of certain local officials, or
investigating instances of local administrative and financial corruption.
The year 2021 was expected to be a year of recovery and restoration, amidst early
parliamentary elections, and promises to prosecute those responsible for killing human rights
defenders. On the contrary, there has been an increase in the threats against human rights
defenders, together with deepening inequality, in addition to a surge in the severity of the
arbitrary measures and restrictions imposed on freedom of expression.
Although democratic transition in Iraq is contingent on securing a safe environment for the
human rights defenders to work, which guarantees freedoms of expression and peaceful
assembly; over 70 years after the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and 20 years after
the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders - grave violations of human rights are still
widespread, with profound impacts.
These risks are compounded by the significant challenges faced by defenders who lack a safe
environment, and are stigmatised as criminals, foreign agents and terrorists. According to the
Press Freedom Advocacy Association in Iraq (PFAA), over the course of a decade, 92
journalists have been killed through assassinations, executions and targeting. PFAA also
announced that none of the cities in Iraq were safe for journalists, and documented more than
305 attacks against male and female journalists in various Iraqi cities in 2020. Reporters
Without Borders ranked Iraq 163rd among the World Press Freedom Index.
Although human rights defenders, including women, have the right to protection, freedom of
assembly and association, access to communication with international bodies, and freedom of
opinion and expression; they are nevertheless subjected to killing, enforced disappearance,
torture and ill-treatment while in detention, arbitrary arrest, criminalisation, intimidation,
harassment, surveillance and threats of assault. On top of it all, impunity prevails when it
comes to attacks and abuses against human rights defenders. Investigations extend for lengthy
periods with disregard of due process, and the perpetrators are often not held accountable.
This is also accompanied by the enforcement of legislations and administrative provisions of
an arbitrary or repressive nature, which in turn creates a culture of fear, and signals terror to
the entire society.
The key questions remain valid.
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How did human rights defenders live after the 2019 popular movement began? Were they
recognised, respected and protected, as political conflicts continued, alongside the aftermath of
the COVID-19 pandemic? Can their struggle for freedom of expression, freedom of access to
information, and freedom of peaceful assembly survive in an environment of fear, exacerbating
inequalities, and the ever-increasing use of surveillance tools to track and target defenders?
These are indeed pressing questions! Perhaps behind each of these questions lies a violation,
and behind every violation of human rights lies a human story of defenders and women
defenders who fought for the defense of human dignity, equality and justice.

The October Popular Movement
On 01 October 2019, a mass popular movement against the authorities was launched, which
came to be known as the “October Popular Movement.” Demonstrators demanded
comprehensive political reforms, economic growth and job creation, in addition to several
economic and social rights, including employment and access to basic services. These protests
called for greater respect for civil and political rights in the country, and an end to corruption
and chronic unemployment.
The United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) has recorded many arrests since
the beginning of the demonstrations on 01 October 2019. In its report, UNAMI stated that
Iraqi security forces used excessive force against demonstrators. UNAMI also recorded
allegations of excessive use of force, especially in the central and southern governorates. Most
deaths and serious injuries resulted from the use of live ammunition by the security forces and
armed militias to disperse crowds.
In its third report on violations during the popular demonstrations, issued in March 2020, the
Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) confirmed that “In reprisal, security forces, especially
riot police and armed groups operating outside the law, targeted activists and peaceful
demonstrators with threats, arbitrary arrest and detention, severe beatings, torture in secret
locations, and assassination and killing. A number of children were killed in the past months.
In addition, they continue to use excessive and unjustified force against sit-ins, including live
bullets, hunting rifles, tear gas grenades, white weapons [arms] and sharp knives.”
Human rights defenders were the engine of the protests, and played a pivotal role in
maintaining their peacefulness through raising the protesters’ awareness of the use of
nonviolence and peaceful resistance in the face of the repression by the authorities, which
committed various types of violence. Despite their non-violent activism, the human rights
defenders were subjected to different challenges, including abduction by armed militias,
arrests, and even assassination.
Although over two and a half years have passed since the popular movement began, and a
significant number of protesters, activists and human rights defenders were released, its
impacts are still ongoing. A woman human rights defender, interviewed during the preparation
of this report, said: “We continue to face new warrants and prosecution for offences we
did not commit. Since 2019, we have witnessed killing and assassinations, enforced
disappearances, unlawful arrests, trumped up charges, arrests per court orders, in
addition to displacement or being forced to flee the country. We have lost a large number
of our friends, and faced personal threats against us and our family members.”
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Assassinations
The human rights defenders interviewed during the preparation of this report stated that:
“Armed groups, especially in the southern governorates, have either killed or attempted
to kill dozens of activists and defenders who were involved in the popular movement that
began on 1 October 2019. Most of these assassinations were committed by armed men on
motorbikes, usually targeting the head or the chest.”
How sad it is for a woman to lose or risk her life in the defense of human rights.
Prominent physician and woman human rights defender Dr. Reham Yacoub was killed on 19
August 2020 by unknown gunmen in Basra Governorate in southern Iraq, after she led rallies
calling for political and economic reforms, and demanded solving the issue of unemployment
in the country. Dr. Yacoub had been targeted by an incitement campaign which targeted a large
number of Iraqi activists, and accused them of being agents for foreign entities.
On 17 August 2020, unknown armed men in a sedan vehicle fired rounds of bullets at a car in
which woman human rights defender Lodya Remon Albarti was riding, together with civil
society activists Fahd Al-Zubaidi and Abbas Subhi. The attack caused an injury for Albarti
in the leg, while Subhi sustained an injury in his chest. They were transferred to
Basrah University Teaching Hospital for treatment, and were later discharged in good
condition. Albarti was forced to leave her hometown of Basra after the attempted assassination.
She had previously participated with Dr. Yacoub in the women's demonstrations back in 2018.
One defender said that: "Reham and Lodya had both received threats. However, no action was
taken to protect them and prevent the attacks.”
On 14 August 2020, unknown gunmen used silencer pistols to kill human rights defender
Tahseen Osama, a prominent human rights defender who had actively participated in the
Basra demonstrations since October 2019. The police have opened an investigation into the
attack, but no information was released regarding identifying the perpetrators.
On 2 October 2019, masked gunmen stormed the apartment of a human rights defender and
cartoonist, Hussein Adel, and his wife, human rights defender Sarah Taleb, in Al-Jenina area
in the centre of Basra city, and shot them dead instantly. Their two-year-old daughter Zahra
was not physically harmed.
The two activists had gone home after participating in the ongoing demonstrations in Basra,
where they provided first aid to injured protesters. They had previously taken part in popular
protests in Basra in the previous year, and they had reported to the local police the fact that
they received several threats by armed groups.
On 6 July 2020, an armed group riding two motorcycles shot journalist and well-known
security expert Dr. Hisham Al-Hashemi and killed him in front of his house in the Zayouna
area in the capital, Baghdad. In the weeks leading to his assassination, Dr. Al-Hashemi had
received repeated threats from armed groups due to his participation in various television
programs and articles he wrote, exposing the illegal activities of armed militias in Iraq.
Human rights defenders call for an end to the impunity which allows the continuation of these
crimes.
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The Threats Facing Human Rights Defenders
During the GCHR mission’s meetings with human rights defenders, we found that they endure
mental suffering as a result of societal and family-related pressures, together with the lack of
social and psychological care.
As one of them described it: “We live in constant anxiety and mental turmoil, and the
international community remains silent, despite the submission of many important
reports on the restriction of freedoms of opinion and expression, and the freedoms of
assembly and peaceful demonstration.” Some defenders are disappointed, and another
defender said: "We were left to fend for ourselves without any follow up. We need
protection and we also have to think about our livelihoods after all the losses we
sustained.”
The human rights defenders applied different approaches in facing these challenges. Some of
them avoided media appearances so as not to provoke armed militias, especially after the 2019
demonstrations. According to one of them: “I cannot leave because I would be away from
the context in which I am supposed to cause change. Therefore, I take precautions, such
as practicing self-censorship and avoiding having a high-profile in the media.” Other
defenders, especially those who are well-known within their local communities, left their home
cities and concealed their identities. To this day, they constantly change locations. As one of
them put it: "We have lost our livelihoods, as well as safe living in many ways.”
Most human rights defenders reported systematic campaigns that entailed even violating their
right to life, in addition to targeting their freedoms. They paid a hefty price, including murder,
enforced disappearance, arrest and malicious prosecution. Moreover, they faced harassment,
unfair trials and imprisonment. Some of them were also tortured.
The High Commission for Human Rights of Iraq indicated that 589 people were killed among
the security forces and demonstrators during the demonstrations that began in October 2019.
The number of casualties reached 25,874, and 82 attempted assassinations took place during
the protests throughout 2020. Of those, 34 people sustained injuries, and 21 people were killed.
As for the kidnapped and missing persons, 76 people were released, except for 8 people whose
fate remains unknown. 18 women sustained injuries, including one death, 5 assassinations, and
5 kidnappings.

Enforced Disappearance
The fate of a number of human rights defenders is unknown. These defenders have been
kidnapped and no information is available concerning their whereabouts. One of the human
rights defenders interviewed stated that: “Some of the most prominent activists of the
October popular movement were forcibly disappeared as a result of their activism, calls
for and organisation of demonstrations, and we do not know their fate! Were they
imprisoned or kidnapped or forever disappeared? This includes civil society activist
Faraj Al-Badri from Dhi Qar Governorate, and human rights lawyer Ali Jaseb from
Maysan Governorate, whose father, popular poet Jaseb Al-Heliji, was also killed, days
after he accused an armed militia of being responsible for kidnapping his son.”
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Stay away from protests for your safety and that of your family’s.
Human rights defenders often hear this phrase. They report receiving constant direct threats, or
through social media. They also faced defamation in various ways, and were accused of being
traitors and foreign agents. The homes of some of them were blasted.
One human rights defender said: “I was informed that there was a leaked list of names, and
that I was implicated in an international espionage case. I left Basra, and on the day
human rights defender Reham Yacoub was assassinated, I realised that I was in real
danger.” Explaining the nature of the threats, he added: “The rules was made clear - protect
your lives and do not raise sensitive issues, especially those related to protests’ demands
or human rights violations, such as arrests, enforced disappearances, torture, corruption
and bribery.”
Another human rights defender said: “I was instructed to cooperate with the militias in
order to protect my life.” He added: “We were given more than once indications that when
we choose to advocate for fundamental issues related to civil and political rights, which
are at the very centre of the democratic process, we would be under threat. We know that
having decided to be human rights defenders, our lives will be fraught with danger.”

Impunity
The state's commitment to confront armed terrorist groups does not exempt it from also
fulfilling its basic obligations to the protection of human rights and ensuring a minimum
of legal guarantees and protection measures for human rights defenders.
Human rights defenders believe that one of the main challenges facing them is the authorities'
failure to duly investigate human rights violations, and ensuring that the perpetrators are
punished and that redress is provided to the victims. One human rights defender said: “The
state's commitment to confront armed terrorist groups does not exempt it from also
fulfilling its basic obligations to the protection of human rights and ensuring a minimum
of legal guarantees and protection measures for the defenders.” He added: “However,
everything the government said about holding accountable those responsible for the
arbitrary arrests was mere promises, and the perpetrators were never identified.”
In 2021, the government pledged to hold accountable those responsible for the killing and
enforced disappearance of defenders, protesters, activists, and journalists. A committee was
formed to investigate the killings of the demonstrators. Nevertheless, the killers have not been
clearly and tangibly exposed to date. The lack of accountability for these grave violations
continues to contribute to a culture of impunity. The defenders report that: “The perpetrators
responsible for the loss of many victims’ lives during 2019 and 2020, including human
rights defenders and women defenders, have neither been prosecuted nor arrested.”
Human rights defenders added, “The complaints filed by defenders concerning alleged
violations of their rights are dismissed without justification and are not subsequently
investigated. This encourages tolerance for such attacks and fosters a climate of terror
and violence.”
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The defenders stress the importance of community support and solidarity with their causes.
This was explained as follows: “The mother of prominent human rights defender and head
of the Karbala Coordination for the Civil Movement, Ihab Al-Wazni, who was killed in
Karbala Governorate on 8 May 2021, is a role model for the mothers of martyrs, who
demand accountability and fight against impunity. She organised many women to rally
and make their voices heard in calling for the killers of their sons, husbands or brothers
to be revealed, as well as holding them accountable and putting them on trial. These
initiatives and societal solidarity are important because they increase pressure on the
government.”

Fact-Finding and Reparation Instruments
Reparations for human rights violations are not matters that depend on political will; they are
clear legal obligations that emerge from international law, and States must act accordingly with
that duty. Providing local reparations is one of the most effective instruments for the victims
of grave violations of human rights and despite the fact that the cabinet of Ministers issued a
resolution which decided to include the martyrs and wounded in the October demonstrations
with Law (20) of 2009, the Law on Compensating those Affected by War Operations, Military
Mistakes and Terrorist Operations, and the ensuing rights and privileges. In addition, a decision
was made that all those killed during demonstrations among both the demonstrators and
members of the security forces are considered to be martyrs, per the law of the Martyrs’
Foundation1, and are thus entitled to reparation. The defenders who were interviewed stated
nevertheless that, “The families of many defenders were denied reparation due to the lack
of certified documents from the Institute of Forensic Medicine proving that these
defenders were assassinated. This caused their families to be denied the possibility of
receiving reparation.”
Some defenders stated that, “Many wounded persons and their families are subjected to a
myriad of insults, and their medical treatment is repeatedly delayed. Moreover, the
martyrs’ families suffer from the lengthy process of obtaining reparations, and the
complicated procedures which require many officially certified documents required for
appearing before judges.”
The government’s response and formation of specialised committees to uncover kidnappings
and killings is not sufficient to guarantee the victims’ rights. Rather, the rule of law must be
established, and all those responsible for these crimes held accountable and not benefit from
impunity.
In May 2020, a committee was formed to prepare a list of victims of violence during the
demonstrations, with the aim of compensating the victims’ families. A fact-finding committee2
was officially formed to reveal all acts of violence that took place during the demonstrations,
and to highlight the causes of those events and the parties responsible. The committee,
however, did not provide any information on its findings.

1

Compensation is subject to the Martyrs Foundation’s Law No. 3 of 2005 and Law No. 20 of 2009 regarding
compensation for those affected by war operations 12, military mistakes and terrorist operations, and its first
amendment No. 57 of 2015.
2
Per Cabinet resolution no. 293.
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A May 2021 report by the United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) as an update
on demonstrations in Iraq stated that, “The lack of available information about the
committee, including the selection process of its members, as well as their identities and
background; or information about its methodology and criteria for the selection of cases
to be documented; or the source of its funding and its administrative hierarchy - prevents
an objective assessment of the committee’s compliance with human rights standards,
including impartiality and independence.”

Malicious Prosecution
5,190 complaints were filed against demonstrators and human rights defenders before
Iraqi courts. As a result of these complaints, 3,189 people were arrested.
The High Commission for Human Rights in Iraq states that 5,190 complaints were filed against
demonstrators and human rights defenders before Iraqi courts, and that 3,189 people were
arrested as a result of these complaints. The charges brought against the demonstrators included
a range of accusations, such as allegedly rioting and vandalising public property, crimes against
the internal or external security of the state by means of communicating with foreign entities
or having dealings with terrorist organisations such as Da’esh, which carries the death penalty.
A woman human rights defenders said: “Although the detainees were released, there has
been an intentional attempt to complicate the procedures, such as releasing them on bail,
which allows the continuation of prosecuting them. This was indeed the case as malicious
lawsuits were filed against civil society activists, especially in Al-Fallujah, Al-Diwaniyah,
Basra, Baghdad and Al-Najaf Governorates. Despite the repeated appeals to the
president of the Supreme Judicial Council concerning the release on bail being an
unlawful measure, the lawsuits remain ongoing, and constitute part of the threat and
intimidation against the demonstrators, despite the fact that over two years have passed
since the popular movement.”

Societal Stigmatisation and Accusations of Being Foreign Agents
Training on human rights is in fact mobilisation for vandalism.
One of the women defenders interviewed in Basra considered that training workshops and
empowerment courses aimed at consolidating the universal concepts of human rights have
contributed to raising the awareness of the youth about their basic rights, therefore, they were
inclined to defend their basic values or talk about specific issues, or to protest practices that
violated their rights. This knowledge has contributed to encouraging various youth groups to
participate in the demonstrations in Iraq generally and in the southern part of the country in
particular. A woman human rights defender commented on that by saying: “While these
protests did not succeed in achieving the desired change, they did however succeed in
building a societal base. Everyone went out to defend a right or condemn an injustice.
Everyone felt that they had a right and the ability to speak on behalf of their community.”
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She continued by stating that: “Regretfully, human rights were perceived by the community
as a break with the prevailing social norms, which had a fundamentally negative impact
on human rights defenders… Therefore, it is paramount to clarify the essence of the work
undertaken by the defenders and their role in the battle for liberation from the injustices
that have been committed against them over many years. It is also necessary for the
defenders to build a strategy for dealing with the various segments of the society,
especially since democratic societal change requires different tools that are built
incrementally and gradually.”
A human rights defender elaborated by saying: “Extremist factions targeted the identity of
human rights defenders and the nature of their work. They spread perceptions suggesting
that human rights are Western concepts that undermine religion and social norms and
customs. They launched systematic campaigns against anyone who talks about human
rights, which affected the societal base that could support them. Moreover, the leaders of
most political parties and coalitions regard civil society organisations and human rights
defenders as spies and foreign agents. A large group of activists and bloggers who took
part in the October uprising were accused of being agents of the American Embassy, and
of receiving foreign funds. They often face accusations of being ‘criminals’, ‘terrorists’,
or that they pose a threat to the so-called ‘society’s traditional values.’ As a result, many
defenders left their homes and cities for Kurdistan or Turkey.”
Another defender added: “Following the events of October, the media became targeted,
and many entities and political leaders signaled threatening messages to human rights
defenders and activists. The threats became public without any consideration of
international restrictions or reports of condemnation. After 2019, dozens of reports
describing the terrible state of human rights in Iraq were written, but they were not
sufficient to constitute international pressure that could put an end to these violations.”

Legislative Challenges and Weak Rule of Law
Legislations are used to restrict the activities of human rights defenders, especially antiterrorism laws.
Human rights defenders face major challenges stemming from the legislative framework. They
reported that: “Some human rights defenders face charges per broad and vaguely worded
laws, especially anti-terrorism laws, national security and/ or counter-extremism laws.
Certain legislations are used to restrict the activities of human rights defenders, in
addition to arresting, prosecuting, harassing and sentencing them.” They went on to say:
“Although the right to a fair trial is non-derogable, human rights defenders were often
kept in custody beyond the legal detention period, and were denied access to lawyers,
who, in turn, avoided accepting such cases out of fear for their lives.”
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NGOs may not conduct surveys or opinion polls without obtaining the approval of the
NGO Directorate.
Freedom of association is a fundamental right which is guaranteed under Article 5(b) of the
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, as well as many other international instruments,
including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights. Nevertheless, human rights defenders mentioned that: “The recently
issued directives impose additional requirements on NGOs, in a manner that restricts
their freedom and privacy.” A woman human rights defender added that: “NGOs may not
conduct surveys or opinion polls without obtaining the approval of the NGO
Directorate3.”
Human rights defenders also reported that: “The Penal Code provisions pertaining to public
gatherings and acts of civil disobedience are largely subject to the authorities’ discretion
in relation to arrests.” They added: “It is essential that judicial investigators be present in
police stations where preliminary investigation takes place, in order to reduce the
extraction of information through violence and coercion.”
Another human rights defender voiced a different concern by saying that: “Many members of
the security forces have become unable to protect us, since they have become utterly
powerless due to the infiltration of political parties and militias within the security
apparatus.” He added: “The person thought to be responsible for the assassination of
Hisham Al-Hashemi is a member of the security forces, a police officer with the rank of
first lieutenant, who was arrested by the security forces.”4 Such a challenge raises the
defenders’ concerns and weakens confidence in the security services, because they witnessed
that: “The institution whose duty is to ensure our security and protection includes
affiliates who legitimately constitute a source of fear for us.”

Political Challenges
Militias’ Infiltration of the Authorities
Although Iraq celebrated the centenary of the declaration of the modern state, the country has
not known real stability throughout 100 years. The war conditions led to clan and tribal
conflicts, and caused the escalation of terrorism, extremism and corruption. The human rights
defenders who were interviewed during the preparation of this report said that: “The biggest
challenge is the entryism of militias into the authorities and their infiltration of many
state institutions. These militias operate freely and in complete independence from the
government. Furthermore, they are free from accountability and punishment, despite
having been accused of carrying out kidnappings and extrajudicial executions. This
constitutes a major challenge to law and order, and a serious threat to the defenders’
security.”

3

NGO Directorate webpage (in Arabic).
Al-Arabiya News: Iraqi police arrest several people behind murder of activist Hisham Al-Hashemi.
Azzaman: Hisham Al-Hashimi’s killers captured.
4
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The influence of the militias is a key parameter in the classification of the most dangerous
governorates. Basra and Al-Amarah come first.
A human rights defender further explained: “The influence of the militias is a key parameter
in the classification of the most dangerous governorates. Basra and Al-Amarah come
first. Basra is considered the economic reserve of the political parties, and it is the city
with the highest rate of women’s killings. During the period from 14 to 19 August 2020,
two defenders were killed, three were targeted by an attempted assassination, and more
than twenty defenders left Basra.” He added: “No human rights defenders stayed in AlAmara. Everyone left! Most defenders moved with their families either to the Kurdistan
region or to Turkey. We live in terror, and we fear that killings are part of a wider
campaign aiming to silence women defenders.”
A climate of constant fear
As one human rights defender puts it: “These continuous attacks against defenders and the
lack of adequate protection cause us to live in a climate of constant fear, which
exacerbates the serious concerns regarding the protection of human rights in Iraq.”
Another defender says: “This reality imposed specific and pre-decided spaces for each
actor in the society, including the local government, political parties, the media, some civil
society organisations, tribal chiefs, and businessmen; whereby these actors ought to
coordinate so that each group can have its own boundaries which cannot be crossed by
the others.”

The Political Parties’ Struggle for Power
The political parties’ struggle to seize the spoils of power impacted the work of human rights
defenders, who incurred these parties’ wrath due to their activism which addresses national
issues that transcend the conflict between the said parties.
A human rights defender described this chronic problem by saying: “When we condemn
certain security or political actors that have committed human rights violations, or when
we criticise government policies and practices; this gets perceived as an attack against a
given sect or ethnicity, thereby instigating these actors against us and exposing us to
danger.” He added: “As a human rights defender, I advocate causes based on my belief in
the universality of rights, irrespective of the religion, sect or ethnicity of those whom I am
defending.”
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Legal Illiteracy
Human rights defenders considered the decision-makers’ indifference to human rights
principles a challenge to their work. They described this by saying: “The men and women
who rule the country are not aware of the basic human rights or even the international
conventions ratified by Iraq. Therefore, they get surprised by this jargon when we talk
about human rights issues.” A woman defender blames this on the state, which has not
supported establishing the rule of law and a state of institutions. She said: “When the culture
of human rights is absent as a priority in the state administration, there will be actors
that will push the society towards increased ignorance, reactionary ideas and legal
illiteracy, so that such characteristics prevail within the family and on the streets, thus
paving the road to a culture of corruption.”

Societal Challenges
The constitution of Iraq accepts tribal and clan customs whenever they are consistent with
religion, the law, and human rights. The clans in Iraq play a complementary and subsequent
role to the rule of law, stemming from the fact that these customs came to be a de facto system,
and in practice they have become a form of “informal judiciary.” Human rights defenders
recognise that some clans often protected them, but on the other hand, they pointed out that:
“The clan’s interference with the law leads to the disruption of the rule of law and
infringes on the rights and freedoms according to the prevailing social norms and tribal
customs.” A woman human rights defender added: “It is extremely difficult to establish
cooperation between civil society organisations and clans that do not believe in what we
seek to achieve. A clan has its own law, and our principles pertaining to women's rights
and freedom may not be compatible with the clans’ customs.”

The Tribal “Dagga”
Although the clans constitute a customary authority within the prevailing social system in Iraq
in many governorates, some practices such as tribal crackdowns, which are locally known as
“Dagga,(singular),” constitute yet another challenge for human rights defenders.
The tribal Dagga is one of the most prominent human rights violations, and is considered a
form of societal terrorism and an ancient outlaw tradition, which clans in a number of regions,
especially in the southern part of Iraq, continue to practice. A Dagga is when the clan elders
decide to target a specific person, either by attacking his home, or attacking his family members
living with him. This entails shooting at the house and throwing grenades to terrify the
inhabitants.
This practice, “which is illegal per the legislations, curtails the defenders’ work, especially
with regard to monitoring and documenting human rights violations, or participating in
activities related to civil and political rights. The majority of forces opposing the work of
human rights defenders maintain good relations with clans, and are subject to societal
influence. They can use the clan Dagga against the defenders to intimidate and harass
them,” according to a human rights defender.
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Racial Discrimination
We know how they shoot down our dream.
One of the black human rights defenders who was interviewed spoke of the mental and social
crisis they suffer from as a result of discrimination and marginalisation policies. He says: “We
suffer from persecution and racism, and we focus our struggle on equality and combating
racial discrimination. We try to raise awareness within this marginalised community, and
we strive to representation within the quota system, like other minorities, in both
parliament and local governments. Nevertheless, we have not achieved any tangible
results to date.”
He recalled the case of the President of the Ansar Al-Hurriya [Liberty Supporters] Association,
human rights defender Jalal Thyab Al-Jawhar, who was dubbed the “Martin Luther King of
Iraq.” Al-Jawhar lost his life in the fight against the policies of racial discrimination. He was
assassinated in Basra on 27 April 2013.
“The assassination of Jalal was a painful blow to us and to the aspirations of this socially
marginalised minority. It had an adverse impact on the defenders who used to work with
him and who continue to struggle as he did. We know how they shoot down a dream,”
said one of his fellow human rights defenders.

Women Human Rights Defenders
In addition to all the security and political challenges faced by human rights defenders, women
defenders face additional challenges as manifested in social traditions, which consider that
women defenders have departed from their “natural roles.”
“We face a campaign for the demonisation of women defenders! We have been accused
of attempting to break up the family and the society’s structure, and challenging the
traditions,” described a woman human rights defender.
Women defenders explained that most political parties that oppose the domestic violence bill,
for example, have a large and significant presence in online media. “These parties have their
own huge and powerful cyber armies that influence the society through social media,” as
they put it.
Violence targeting women human rights defenders is on the rise. They reported that: “We were
essential partners in the popular movement, and we demanded social justice and voiced
our protest against repressive policies, lack of security, mismanagement and corruption.
As a result, we received death threats, and we were targeted by smear and defamation
campaigns, in addition to cyber-extortion and cyber-bullying, without having any
instruments to protect ourselves.”
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Women defenders point out that the lack of awareness among decision and policy makers of
the magnitude of the challenges facing women constitutes another barrier to women’s rights.
They explain this as follows: “There are no legislations that impede women’s political
participation. However, such a notion is totally missing from the parties’ platforms,
especially considering that the crises that went on for years have weakened the political
will to advance women’s rights and support the feminist movement. Therefore, women
defenders need to raise women’s awareness of their basic rights. In addition, change is
needed in the parties’ platforms and charters.” They added: “Protection of women's rights
is enhanced qualitatively and not only quantitatively. If the largest bloc in the parliament
is the women's bloc, then why was the Domestic Violence Act not passed?”
Despite the challenges faced by women defenders, they played a solid role in standing up to
violence and lobbying towards passing multiple laws. According to women human rights
defenders: “We have filed a complaint against the Speaker of Parliament, and we
supported Article 415 to prevent sectarianism in the political system.” Women defenders
demonstrated their active role in the struggle to ensure human rights for all, and to make their
communities more inclusive and egalitarian.

Recommendations
The Gulf Centre for Human Rights makes the following recommendations to the authorities in
Iraq to:
1. Ensure the commitment to protect the human rights and fundamental freedoms of
citizens, including human rights defenders, under all circumstances, and particularly
freedom of opinion, expression, peaceful assembly and association, in accordance with
international human rights standards and the international covenants ratified by Iraq;
2. Adhere to the provisions of the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Defenders,
which was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 9 December 1998, and
ensure the protection of human rights defenders, including women human rights
defenders, throughout Iraq;
3. Conduct independent, thorough, transparent, and serious investigations into the series of
assassinations, attempted murders, enforced disappearances, torture, kidnappings and
threats, which targeted human rights defenders and peaceful demonstrators;
4. Identify all those responsible and implicated in the killing, kidnapping and threats against
human rights defenders and peaceful demonstrators, and bring them to justice in fair
trials, in accordance with established international standards and due legal process;
5. Activate reparations instruments to compensate all victims and their families;
6. Fully cooperate with United Nations Special Rapporteurs, particularly the UN Special
Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders; the UN Special Rapporteur on
Freedom of Expression; the UN Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of
the Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression; the UN Special Rapporteur on the
Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, and, the UN Special
Rapporteur on Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment; and
7. Support legal mechanisms that help ensure the safety of human rights defenders.
5

Article 41 of Iraq's Constitution stipulates that: “Iraqis are free in their commitment to their personal status
according to their religions, sects, beliefs, or choices, and this shall be regulated by law.”
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