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His Excellency Ayatollah Sayed 'Ali Khamenei

The Office of the Supreme Leader


Islamic Republic Street – Shahid Keshvar Doust Street

Tehran

Islamic Republic of Iran

                                                          London, 25 November 2008

Your Excellency, 

Re: Release of three Prisoners' of Conscience

The Bar Human Rights Committee of England and Wales is the international human rights arm of the Bar of England and Wales. It is an independent body concerned with defending the rule of law and internationally recognised legal standards relating to the right to fair trial. 

The Bar Human Rights Committee of England and Wales is contacting you to express its deep concern regarding the conviction and sentencing of three Iranian Baha'is: Haleh Rouhi Jahromi, Raha Sabet Sarvestani and  Sasan Taqva.

According to information received, in November 2007, Haleh Rouhi, Raha Sabet and  Sasan Taqva were detained by the Ministry of Intelligence in Shiraz. 

The three had previously helped to organise a progamme teaching under-privileged children in the city of Shiraz, southern Iran. 54 people involved in the programme were arrested in May 2006, even though the Cultural Commission of the Islamic Council of the city of Shiraz has granted permission for their activities. Most of those arrested were Baha'is. In August 2007 they were accused with teaching the Baha'i faith and were subsequently convicted with “offences relating to state security”.

In January 2008, Haleh Rouhi, Raha Sabet and Sasan Taqva were sentenced to four-years imprisonment for “propaganda against the regime”, and the remaining 51 Baha'is received suspended one-year jail terms, conditional on their attendance of courses held by the state's Islamic Propaganda Organization. 

The teaching programme set-up by those arrested aimed to tutor children to help them prepare for their end of term school examinations, and assist the children to acquire social and moral skills. These  teachings were not based on the Baha'i faith, nor did the participants ever engage in spreading anti-regime propaganda.

In June 2008, Vali Rostami, the Inspector and Legal Advisor of the Office of the representative of the Supreme Leader (province of Fars in Shiraz) undertook further investigations into the the accusation of Bahaist activities. Following interviews with local residents and children who had participated in the teachings, it was found that classes included writing, drawing, calligraphy, social and moral values, and there was no mention of religious or political matters.

That said, even if the Baha’is themselves had been teaching the Faith directly, this cannot constitute legitimate grounds on which to imprison them. Freedom of religion is protected under international law. Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (which is binding on Iran) provides that “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.” 

In the absence of any real evidence that the Baha'is were teaching propaganda against the Islamic regime, it appears that the conviction and sentencing of all 54 Baha'is is either because of their religious beliefs or their peaceful activities teaching under-privileged children, neither of which are valid legal charges.

We strongly urge the authorities of the Islamic Republic of Iran to:

· immediately and unconditionally release Haleh Rouhi Jahromi, Raha Sabet Sarvestani and Sasan Taqva;

· immediately and unconditionally put an end to all acts of harassment against individuals or organisations because of their religious faith; 

· restate their commitment to the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and other regional and international human rights instruments ratified by the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Yours Sincerely
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Mark Muller QC

Chairman

Bar Human Rights Committee of England and Wales

