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WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS AT RISK  
Violence in the family can extend to the activists who work to protect women’s rights and 
women’s choices. Women human rights defenders active in addressing violence against 
women in the Kurdistan Region, and elsewhere in Iraq, themselves risk violence from within 
the community. Several activists who spoke to Amnesty International had received threats, 
including women lawyers and shelter staff who act on behalf of women subjected to violence.  

A woman lawyer in the Kurdistan Region told Amnesty International that she had received 
threats on her mobile phone from relatives of a woman for whom she had filed a divorce 
application. One of the messages she received in 2008 read: “Where do you want to hide? If 
she gets a divorce we will take our right. We know that you are her lawyer. We are able to get 
hold of you and kill you. No power can prevent us from doing so.” 

A women caseworker at a shelter in the Kurdistan Region told Amnesty International: “I have 
received threats from the day I have started working here several years ago.” She reported 
one incident in 2008 when a relative of a woman staying at the shelter threatened her by 
phone saying: “I want to tell you that I know you and your family name. I know that you gave 
the names of the men suspected of having attacked her to the police and you also wrote the 
letter to the court. You defend her but that is wrong. I warn you!” After the call the 
caseworker informed the police and as a safety measure left her workplace and took her child 
out of the kindergarten for that day. The caller was never identified.  

An armed attack on 11 May 2008 on the shelter run by the NGO ASUDA in Sulaimaniya was 
a reminder of the risks to which women human rights defenders are exposed. Gunmen 
believed to be relatives of a woman staying at the shelter fired several shots from a 
neighbouring building into the shelter, seriously injuring the woman. As of February 2009, no 
one had been charged in connection with the incident. 

 

 
The NGO ASUDA runs a shelter in Sulaimaniya  
© Amnesty International 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
Amend the law: 

 Review all legislation that discriminates against women, in particular provisions of the 
Penal Code and Personal Status Law, and abolish or amend any provisions which 
discriminate, directly or in their impact, against women; 

 Take effective measures to eliminate all violent acts against women, including by 
banning female genital mutilation and prosecuting those who order or commit such abuse;  

 Take effective measures to ban early marriage and forced marriage, including by 
reviewing and implementing relevant legislation. 

Empower women:  
 Take steps to improve education for girls, including by ensuring that all girls receive 

primary education and by working to ensure that girls and boys are able to access secondary 
education on an equal basis; 

 Support and promote the economic independence of women, including by increasing 
employment opportunities for women. 

Improve protection measures: 
 Ensure that all officials in contact with or aware of women at risk of violence are able and 

willing to take effective, appropriate and urgent protection measures, including measures that 
would allow the appropriate and timely implementation of civil protection orders - based on a 
judicial decision - banning a man who threatens to harm a woman from having contact with her;  

 Provide appropriate financial and other support for the running or the establishment of 
shelters and other facilities run by NGOs or the authorities for women at risk of violence, in 
consultation with women’s rights advocates and shelter managers;  

 Ensure regular review of protection and security measures at all institutions – in 
particular shelters - where women at risk of violence reside, in consultation with women’s 
rights organizations, shelter managers and others;  

 Ensure that written standard procedures exist for institutions, including shelters, detention 
centres, police stations and hospitals, that frequently release women into a potentially unsafe 
environment; such procedures, drawn up in consultation with women’s rights organizations, 
should stipulate a range of safety measures, including ensuring that a woman is fully informed 
about the risks and identifying a responsible body for establishing local back-up systems for 
protection of a returned woman and regular and appropriate follow-up contact with her;  

 Create opportunities for a safe and empowering living environment for women in need of 
protection for an indefinite period within and outside shelters, including by providing 
qualification and job opportunities; 

 Provide or support protection mechanisms for women human rights defenders in 
consultation with women’s rights organizations. 
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Investigate and prosecute: 
 Ensure prompt, effective, independent, impartial and thorough investigations into all 

reported cases of violence against women, including by conducting separate interviews with 
all relevant witnesses and conducting all necessary forensic tests;  

 Ensure the availability of suitably trained staff, including female staff, for investigating 
cases of violence against women; 

 Ensure gender-sensitivity and safety when taking testimony of survivors of violence 
and witnesses; 

 Ensure protection of witnesses testifying at court; 

 Ensure that where there is sufficient admissible evidence, suspects of violent acts 
against women are detained and charged, having due regard to their human rights, and that 
all appropriate efforts are made to apprehend suspects who remain at large; 

 Ensure that all who, after a fair trial, are found to have committed violence against 
women are given sentences commensurate with the gravity of the crime, but without use of 
the death penalty.  

Train officials in gender issues: 
 Provide training in gender issues for all elements of the criminal justice system – 

including police officers, forensic medical examiners, prosecutors and judges – in order to 
fully equip officials and members of the judiciary to deal with women’s complaints with 
appropriate sensitivity and competence; 

 Ensure that training in gender issues is made available to officials throughout the area 
under the administration of the KRG and take steps, as soon as possible, to ensure that there 
are police officers who have been trained in gender issues in all police stations, including 
those in rural areas; 

 Ensure the establishment of an effective, independent complaints mechanism into all 
allegations of police and government officials failing to carry out their legal duty to protect 
women and prevent violence when clearly required to do so; those failing such legal duty 
should be subject to disciplinary or penal sanctions. 

Improve preventive measures: 
 Support and engage directly in public awareness-raising about crimes of violence against 

women, using new as well as existing approaches, in consultation and collaboration with 
women’s rights organizations; 

 Compile systematically and maintain comprehensive data on incidents of violence 
against women, in collaboration with women’s rights organizations and other NGOs, 
academics and others; and ensure that the information obtained from data collection and 
analysis is made publicly available and is used to refine official policies and procedures to 
address violence against women. 
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9. ATTACKS ON FREEDOM  
OF EXPRESSION 

In the past few years many media outlets, including satellite television stations, radio stations 
and newspapers and other publications, have emerged in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. The 
majority are financially supported by the KRG. Some belong to the main political parties, the 
KDP and PUK, but even small political parties such as al-Jama’a al-Islamiya have their own 
TV stations and newspapers. Despite the increase in freedom of expression, however, the 
majority of the media outlets follow the official line and avoid criticizing the KRG, the 
Asayish, the intelligence agencies and the two main political parties.  

Recently, the nascent independent press, especially newspapers such as Hawlati and Awene, 
have shown themselves more willing to criticize KRG policies and raise other issues. Among 
such issues are human rights violations by the Asayish, alleged corruption, nepotism and lack 
of transparency in KRG ministries and within the two main political parties, and the extent of 
their influence on all aspects of life in the Kurdistan Region.  

One consequence of this has been an increase in arrests and other action against journalists, 
who have been detained, beaten and harassed by the Asayish and other security agencies. 
Several newspapers have been sued by the KRG and powerful individuals within the two main 
political parties. In January 2008, for example, Iraqi President Talabani sued Hawlati 
newspaper for defamation and republishing false information after it published a translated 
article written by Michael Rubin, a US scholar who had lectured at the universities of 
Salahuddin and Sulaimaniya. The charges were filed under Article 433 of the Iraqi Penal 
Code, which criminalizes defamation. This article has been used to target independent 
journalists and suppress freedom of expression. 

For their part, the KRG authorities and the Asayish complain that the independent press has 
failed to adopt good editorial standards and shows insufficient respect for social and cultural 
traditions. In September 2008 a new press law was passed that removes imprisonment as a 
punishment for press-related offences. Despite this welcome step, journalists continue to be 
targeted and even arrested.  

The following journalists were arrested and in some cases beaten before they were released in 
recent years. One journalist was murdered in suspicious circumstances.  

Kamal Said Qadir was held in solitary confinement for a few days without access to a lawyer 
or to his family and relatives. His abduction was linked to articles he had published on the 
internet describing corruption and nepotism in the KRG. He was sentenced to 30 years’ 
imprisonment, but was later pardoned (see Chapter 7). 
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Mohammed Siyassi Ashkani, aged about 35, a journalist working for the newspaper Peka in 
the town of Rania, near Sulaimaniya, was arrested by Asayish officers on 24 January 2007. 
He was reportedly accused of spying for another political party and a foreign country. He was 
held in solitary confinement for 55 days before he was allowed a family visit. He was allowed 
further family visits, once a week, but never had access to a lawyer. He was released without 
charge on 19 July 2007. 

Nabaz Goran, a 31-year-old freelance 
journalist originally from Halabja who works 
and lives in Erbil, was abducted from outside 
a hotel in Erbil on 4 April 2007 by five 
armed men wearing military uniform. They 
blindfolded him, tied his hands behind his 
back and forced him into a car. He was taken 
to an unknown location. There, he was hit 
with a metal bar and another weapon, 
causing him to lose consciousness. He was 
left lying until a driver stopped and took him 
to a hospital in Erbil. Prior to this attack 
Nabaz Goran had published a number of 
articles critical of the KRG. His abduction 
and beating were said to have happened only 
a few days after he reported that a senior 
official in the KDP had insulted the Kurdish 
population of Iraq during a speech. 

Naseh ‘Abd al-Rahim Rashid Amin, a 30-year-old freelance journalist from Halabja, was 
summoned to the Asayish in Halabja on 11 June 2007. He was interrogated for two hours in 
connection with an article he had published in Kurdish on a website called Kurdistan Post 
(www.kurdistanpost.info). The article was critical of the Peshmerga and accused senior 
Peshmerga of being corrupt. He was told to return to the Asayish building the next day and 
when he did so, he was again asked why he had written the article and whether he was a 
member of the Islamic Unity Party, which he denied. He was told that he had two choices, 
either to write an article apologizing to the Peshmerga or be sued, and that he had five days 
to decide. When he refused to apologize, he was arrested and charged with defamation under 
Article 433 of the Penal Code (criminalizing defamation). He was taken to court the same 
day and within minutes sentenced to 10 days’ imprisonment. 

His family appointed a lawyer, who appealed against the verdict and secured his release on 
bail. He was due to appear in court on 7 October 2007 but before that date he was 
reportedly seized by four Asayish officers who forced him into the boot of a car and took 
him to a place outside Halabja where they punched and kicked him. They left him, 
blindfolded, and drove off. He walked to a village from where he contacted his family. The 
next day, he went to the Asayish and complained, but the Asayish denied any involvement. 
Eventually, after third party mediation, he agreed to write an article stating that he had not 
meant to suggest that all Peshmerga were corrupt, only some of them. The case against 
him was then closed.     

 
Nabaz Goran 

© Amnesty International  
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Aso Jamal Mukhtar, a 42-year-old journalist from Sulaimaniya, married with three children, 
works for Rosznama, an independent newspaper. Previously, he directed an educational 
programme on television. On the evening of 7 May 2007 he was driving home when three 
hooded armed men in civilian clothes stopped their car in front of him, forced him from his 
vehicle and hit him with a stick on the head and back. They said nothing and after a few 
minutes he was able to run away. He went to the television building and guards there took 
him to hospital. A month later, he was dismissed from his job. He told Amnesty International 
that a senior government official had told him that his dismissal was due to his published 
articles critical of the KRG. 

Rezgar Raza Chouchani, a 28-year-old journalist from Erbil, married with one child, was 
summoned on 3 June 2008 to the headquarters in Salahuddin of the Zeravani, a 
Peshmerga intelligence agency. He had worked as a journalist for the Zeravani Kurdistan, a 
magazine published by the agency, but about a month before he was summoned he had 
resigned and stopped working for the magazine. He then published a few articles about 
corruption in the agency in a newspaper called Berzan and on a website, Horakurd, which 
he edited. Zeravani officials had apparently threatened him. He went with his brother to 
the Zeravani headquarters. Zeravani officials told the brother to leave, and said that Rezgar 
Raza Chouchani would be fine. After that, his family had no contact with Rezgar Raza 
Chouchani for six days until he was released on 9 June 2008. His release was said to have 
been made conditional on him not writing again. In the response sent to Amnesty 
International on 19 October the KRG Human Rights Ministry stated that Rezgar Raza 
Chouchani was “an army official and has been dealt with according to the army law”, 
without giving further details. 

Souran Mama Hama, a 23-year-old journalist, was shot dead outside his parents’ house in 
Kirkuk on 21 July 2008. He was shot from a car by men wearing civilian clothes. He had 
published articles critical of corruption and nepotism within the PUK and KDP. The articles 
were published in the independent magazine Levin, published in Sulaimaniya. He had 
reportedly received anonymous death threats a few days earlier. 

On 12 August the KRG Minister of Human Rights, Yousif ‘Aziz Mohammad, stated that the 
KRG was “saddened and shocked by the recent killing of the journalist Soran Mama Hama. 
We in the KRG believe strongly in the right of [to] free speech and condemn this killing in the 
strongest possible. We will do our utmost to assist in the investigation of this crime and in 
bringing the perpetrators to justice…”45  

Several other journalists and writers received death threats in July 2008. The name of one of 
those threatened, Souran ‘Omar, appeared on a list of journalists and others at risk of being 
killed, apparently for their criticism of the two political parties and the KRG. On 24 July, 
Souran ‘Omar, from Sulaimaniya and married with two children, received anonymous 
telephone calls threatening him with death if he did not stop writing. He had published a 
number of articles in a magazine called Rega, which he edits, as well as in Levin. These 
articles were said to be critical of corruption and nepotism in the two parties. 

On 23 July, men wearing civilian clothes went to the house of Nehad Jami, a journalist based in 
the city of Kirkuk which, although outside its jurisdiction, is under the effective control of the 
KRG. The men knocked at the door of Nehad Jami's house, but he and his wife were not there. 
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The men waited for him for several hours and then left. At around the same time, another 
journalist, Kusrat ‘Abd al-Rahman, received threats by phone related to articles he had written. 

Marwan Tufiq, chief editor of Birew, an independent monthly publication, was detained on 
28 August 2008 following an order from a judge in the town of Sayidsadiq. He was taken to 
the Tasfirat Prison in Sulaimaniya. He was apparently charged with insulting a Kurdish 
martyr following a complaint made by the martyr’s son.46  

Shwan Dawdi, editor-in-chief of Hawal, a newspaper published in Kirkuk, was sentenced to a 
one-month prison term by a criminal court in Sulaimaniya on 5 November 2008 on three 
defamation charges filed by a retired judge relating to articles written in 2004 and detailing 
courthouse problems. He was also fined. Shwan Dawdi’s lawyer appealed against the sentence 
and presented a copy of the new press law (see below) to the judge. However, the judge was 
reported to have said he was not aware of the new law and Shwan Dawdi remained held in a 
correctional prison just outside Sulaimaniya until his release on 11 November 2008.47  

‘Adil Hussain, a medical doctor, was jailed for six months and fined by a court in Erbil on 24 
November 2008 because of an article he wrote for the daily Hawlati newspaper about sex and 
homosexuality from a medical perspective. The article was published on 11 April 2007. Both 
the Public Prosecutor in Erbil and the Medical Syndicate initiated the court case against him. 
He was charged under Article 403 of the Iraqi Penal Code, which concerns the publication of 
material deemed immoral. Following local and international protests against his detention he 
was released on 7 December 2009.48  

International human rights treaties, including those ratified by Iraq, guarantee the right to 
freedom of expression. Article 19(2) of the ICCPR emphasizes that: 

“Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to 
seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either 
orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of his choice.” 

Freedom of expression is not absolute and may be subject to certain restrictions to ensure 
that it does not conflict with the rights of others. International human rights law sets out 
the framework for achieving a balance between freedom of expression and respect for the 
rights of others. In accordance with Article 19(3) of the ICCPR, freedom of expression may 
only be restricted if it is prescribed by law, necessary and proportionate to meet a 
legitimate aim (these aims are related to safeguarding the interests of others or the 
community as a whole). No one should be threatened or physically abused for exercising 
their right to freedom of expression. 

Amnesty International considers that, as a general rule, criminal sanctions for defamation are 
inappropriate. In particular, they are inappropriate in the case of alleged defamation of 
public officials who, courts have widely recognized, should be expected to tolerate a greater 
degree of criticism than private individuals. Amnesty International considers that the 
existence of such laws can have an inhibiting effect on discussion of matters of public 
concern and that the imposition of criminal sanctions for defamation of public officials is a 
violation of the right to freedom of expression.  
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The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression recommends that, at a minimum, criminal 
defamation laws should be repealed in favour of civil laws, and that sanctions for defamation 
should not be so punitive as to exert a chilling effect on freedom of opinion and expression.49  

The KRG has tried to regulate the press. A draft press law was first approved on 13 December 
2007 by the KRG parliament. This draft law was very restrictive and imposed heavy financial 
penalties and even imprisonment for journalists found guilty of a number of vague offences 
such as “disturbing security,” “spreading fear” and “encouraging terrorism”. The bill was 
awaiting final approval by the President of the KRG. However, following wide international and 
local criticism of the draft law, the President sent the draft law back to parliament for revision.  

On 22 September 2008 the new press law was passed by the Kurdish parliament. The law 
abolishes prison terms for offences such as defamation and reduces fines that can be levied 
against journalists for carrying out their duties.50 The law was welcomed by journalists and 
media workers in the Kurdistan Region. However, some have complained that it is being 
ignored in practice by the Asayish and other security agencies, as shown by the arrest, 
interrogation and in some cases ill-treatment of journalists since the law was passed.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  
Amnesty International is calling on the KRG to: 

 Respect and protect the right to freedom of expression, including media freedom, in 
conformity with Iraq’s obligations under international law; 

 End the practice of detaining journalists for exercising legitimately their right to freedom 
of expression and put an end to other forms of illegitimate official interference in the free 
operation of the media, such as threats against journalists;  

 Publicly condemn physical attacks, acts of intimidation, threats and other crimes carried 
out against journalists and other media workers. Ensure that all such acts are promptly, 
thoroughly and impartially investigated and that those responsible are brought to justice; 

 Investigate the murder of journalist Souran Mama Hama and ensure that those responsible 
for his death are brought to justice in a fair trial without resort to the death penalty; 

 Suspend all articles in legislation, especially in the Iraqi Penal Code, which criminalize 
defamation against public officials, and repeal criminal defamation laws replacing them with 
civil legislation.  
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ENDNOTES
                                                      

1 This is the term used in the Iraqi Constitution to refer to the three northern Kurdish provinces. 

2 During the visit Amnesty International’s delegates met several senior KRG ministers and officials, the 

directors of the Asayish Gishti - general security (directorate) in both Erbil and Sulaimaniya, members of 

the Kurdistan Parliament, representatives of NGOs, lawyers, judges, journalists and many families of 

detainees and former detainees. Amnesty International gratefully acknowledges all assistance made 

available to its delegates during their visit to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. 

3 Amnesty International has published numerous reports documenting a wide range of human rights 

violations committed by all sides involved in the conflict in Iraq, including the Iraqi government, the 

Multinational Force and armed groups. For more details on these visit Amnesty International’s website: 

http://www.amnesty.org  

4 The Islamic Movement in Iraqi Kurdistan was also involved in the fighting.  

5 The USA mediated between the KDP and PUK. In September 1998 the two parties signed the 

Washington Accord.  

6 On 24 February 2009 the PUK announced the unification of the three ministries. It was not possible to 

verify this information. 

7 Starting from the early 1970s previous Iraqi governments embarked on a process of Arabization of 

Kirkuk, which eventually led to the displacement of an estimated 250,000 Kurdish people and their 

replacement by Iraqi Arabs from Central and Southern Iraq. The city is now heavily mixed with Kurdish, 

Turkomen and Arab populations. 

8 Kirkuk is said to have oil reserves estimated at between 11 and 15 billion barrels. Iraq’s oil reserves are 

believed to be at least 112 billion barrels. 

9 Kurdistan Regional Government, Ministry of Extra Regional Affairs, Report on the Administrative 

Change in Kirkuk and the Disputed Regions, Erbil, December 2007. 

10 On 5 June 2008, UNAMI issued an initial report and recommended putting two disputed areas under the 

control of the Iraqi central government, while giving the KRG the right to administer two other areas. This 

initial report and recommendations were criticized by the Kurdish authorities. They did not reject them, but 

they were waiting for other reports and recommendations before they could give an official response. 

11 Amnesty International: Iraq: Human Rights Abuses in Iraqi Kurdistan since 1991 (Index: MDE 

14//01/95), 28 February 1995.   

12 The law is available on the Kurdistan Parliament’s website.  

13 Letter by the KRG Human Rights Ministry to Amnesty International, 19 October 2008. 

14 According to the KRG Ministry of Human Rights, the names of the nine people are: Newzad Karim Ismail, 

Hassan ‘Abdullah Said, Hashim ‘Osman Feqi, ‘AbdulSalam Hassan Kanebi, Aso ‘Omer Ismail, Walid Yunis 

Ahmed, Ahmed, Mohammad ‘Osman, Arselan Ismail Kheder, and Hiwa ‘Abdulrehman Rasoul. The Ministry 

said it was working with the Ministry of Justice to solve the cases of these individuals. 

15 Ansar al-Islam is an armed group, formerly based mainly around Halabja that has been fighting against 
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the Kurdish authorities in the north, the Iraqi government and the US-led Multinational Force. It has carried 

out numerous armed and suicide attacks and committed gross human rights abuses, including kidnapping, 

torture and killing of civilians, as well as killing members of security forces after capture.  

16 Al-Jama’a al-Islamiya is a recognized political opposition party and has members in the Kurdistan 

Parliament and one member in the Iraqi Council of Representatives (parliament) in Baghdad, as well as a 

minister in the KRG. Despite this, dozens of its members have been targeted for arrest and detention. 

The majority have now been released following a steady rapprochement between the leadership of al-

Jama’a al-Islamiya and both the KDP and PUK. 

17 Article 14 of the same Covenant also includes the following provisions:  

3. In the determination of any criminal charge against him, everyone shall be entitled to the following 

minimum guarantees, in full equality:  

(a) To be informed promptly and in detail in a language which he understands of the nature and cause of 

the charge against him. 

(c) To be tried without undue delay; 

4. Anyone who is deprived of his liberty by arrest or detention shall be entitled to take proceedings before 

a court, in order that court may decide without delay on the lawfulness of his detention and order his 

release if the detention is not lawful. 

18 It was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 20 December 2000. 

19 Article 14(2) states: “Everyone charged with a criminal offence shall have the right to be presumed 

innocent until proved guilty according to law. Article 14 (3) stipulates that:  

“In the determination of any criminal charge against him, everyone shall be entitled to the following 

minimum guarantees, in full equality:  

(a) To be informed promptly and in detail in a language which he understands of the nature and cause of 

the charge against him;  

(b) To have adequate time and facilities for the preparation of his defence and to communicate with 

counsel of his own choosing;  

(c) To be tried without undue delay;  

(d) To be tried in his presence, and to defend himself in person or through legal assistance of his own 

choosing; to be informed, if he does not have legal assistance, of this right; and to have legal assistance 

assigned to him, in any case where the interests of justice so require, and without payment by him in any 

such case if he does not have sufficient means to pay for it;  

(e) To examine, or have examined, the witnesses against him and to obtain the attendance and 

examination of witnesses on his behalf under the same conditions as witnesses against him;  

(f) To have the free assistance of an interpreter if he cannot understand or speak the language used in court;  

(g) Not to be compelled to testify against himself or to confess guilt.  

4. In the case of juvenile persons, the procedure shall be such as will take account of their age and the 

desirability of promoting their rehabilitation.  
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5. Everyone convicted of a crime shall have the right to his conviction and sentence being reviewed by a 

higher tribunal according to law.  

6. When a person has by a final decision been convicted of a criminal offence and when subsequently 

his conviction has been reversed or he has been pardoned on the ground that a new or newly discovered 

fact shows conclusively that there has been a miscarriage of justice, the person who has suffered 

punishment as a result of such conviction shall be compensated according to law, unless it is proved that 

the non-disclosure of the unknown fact in time is wholly or partly attributable to him.  

7. No one shall be liable to be tried or punished again for an offence for which he has already been 

finally convicted or acquitted in accordance with the law and penal procedure of each country.”            

20 Positive steps undertaken by the KRG in recent years to address violence against women included the 

establishment of new bodies to monitor violence against women and provide support to victims of 

violence – the Honour Killing Monitoring Commission at cabinet level, the Special Committee composed 

of representatives of several ministries and Police Directorates of Follow-up of Violence against Women at 

governorate level. 

21 Law 14 of 2002 states: “The perpetration of a crime with respect to women under the pretext of 

honourable motives shall not be considered an extenuating legal excuse for the purposes of applying the 

rules of articles 128, 130 and 131 of the Penal Code, number 111, 1969, amended.” Outside the 

Kurdistan Region in other parts of Iraq Article 128 continues to be the legal basis for handing down 

inappropriately lenient sentences for men convicted of killing a female relative. Article 128 states: “Excuses 

either exempt an individual from being punished or have their punishment reduced. There are no excuses 

except for those cases specified by the law; other than in these cases, an extenuating excuse is the 

perpetration of a crime for honourable motives or because of a serious, unjustified provocation by the victim 

of the crime.” According to Article 130, where there are mitigating circumstances, a death penalty may be 

commuted to one year’s imprisonment and a life sentence may be reduced to six months’ imprisonment.  

22 At the time of writing, the Draft Law on Violence in the Family was expected to be presented to the 

Kurdistan Parliament to be voted on soon.  

23 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, General Assembly resolution 48/104 of 20 

December 1993, G.A. res. 48/104, 48 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 217, U.N. Doc. A/48/49 (1993) 

(http://www.unesco.org/shs/human_rights/wac.htm). 

24 Letter of the Ministry of Human Rights, Kurdistan Regional Government, to Amnesty International, 30 

October 2008.  

25 This number appears to include only incidents where there are strong reasons to believe that the killing 

was intentional and not caused by an accident. However, it does not include intentional killings caused 

by burning injuries. 

26 On 19 November 2008 Kurdish authorities informed Amnesty International that two suspects 

remained in detention and a third suspect was still at large.  

27 The data was provided by the Police Directorate of Follow-up of Violence against Women in Sulaimaniya.  

28 The article in Awene newspaper of 1 April 2008 was summarized on the website of Kurdish Women’s 

Rights Watch: http://www.kwrw.org. 

29 A forced marriage is a marriage conducted without the valid consent of both parties, where duress is a 
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factor. It is a violation of internationally recognized human rights standards and cannot be justified on 

religious or cultural grounds. Under Iraq’s Personal Status Law, forced marriage is prohibited and 

punishable by up to three years’ imprisonment for first degree relatives involved (Article 9). 

30 According to the Iraqi Personal Status Law, the legal age for marriage is 18 (Article 7). Anyone who 

wishes to marry under the age of 18 must meet certain conditions prescribed by law: they must be at 

least 15 years old, have the approval of their parent or guardian, and have obtained judicial permission 

(Article 8). However, in practice many girls younger than 18 are married in religious or private 

ceremonies and not before a court. 

31 World Health Organization (WHO), Iraq Family Health Survey 2006-2007, January 2008. 

32 According to the WHO survey in central and southern Iraq, 22.7 per cent of married women reported at 

least one form of physical abuse during the past 12 months. 

33 See ICESCR (Article 13) and the CRC (Principle 7). 

34 World Health Organization, Iraq Family Health Survey 2006-2007, January 2008, +page 2 and page 13. 

35 World Health Organization, Iraq Family Health Survey 2006-2007, January 2008, page 2. 

36 Letter of the Ministry of Human Rights, Kurdistan Regional Government, to Amnesty International, 19 

November 2008.  

37 A so-called Police Directorate of Follow-up of Violence against Women was established in 2007 in 

each of the three governorates. 

38 In mid-July 2008 Kurdish authorities announced that a building for a shelter for temporary protection 

of women had been identified. It had not yet started to operate at the beginning of 2009  

39 The Iraq Office of the Heartland Alliance, based in Sulaimaniya, is working on a Code of Conduct for 

shelters in Iraq.  

40 In another similar case, ‘Awara Ali Mahmud was shot dead on 23 December 2007 in the street 

near her home in the Azadi neighbourhood of Sulaimaniya. She had earlier taken refuge at a shelter 

in Sulaimaniya and before leaving the shelter male members of her family signed an agreement to 

guarantee her safety. A male family member is suspected of the killing but remains at large as of 

the end of 2008.  

41 Letter of the Ministry of Human Rights, Kurdistan Regional Government, to Amnesty International, 19 

November 2008. 

42 These were seven verdicts by the Dohuk Criminal Court, one by the Sulaimaniya Criminal Court and 

one by a Sulaimaniya-based criminal court dealing with a case that occurred outside the territory 

administered by the KRG. 

43 On 8 July 2008 the Dohuk Criminal Court sentenced Rebar Khoshid Said to death for the murder of 

his estranged wife Gulizar Khidr Muhammad. Amnesty International appealed to the Kurdish authorities 

for Rebar Khoshid Said to receive a sentence commensurate with the gravity of his crime but without 

resort to the death penalty. 

44 The case was tried before the Sulaimaniya-based criminal court of Kirkuk that deals with crimes that 

occurred outside the governorate. 
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45 “Statement: Kurdistan Regional Government condemns killing of journalist in Kirkuk, www.KRG.org, 

12 August 2008. 

46 By Kamal Chomani, KurdishMedia.Com, 28 August 2008.  

47 Committee to Protect Journalist: “CPJ letter to His Excellency Faruq Jami, Minister of Justice of 

Kurdistan Regional Government”, 11 November 2008 (by e-mail). 

48 Amnesty International had publicly called for his immediate and unconditional release as a prisoner of 

conscience. 

49 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion 

and expression, E/CN.4/2000/63, 18 January 2000, para. 52. 

50 Reuters, 23 September 2008. 
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HOPE AND FEAR
HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE KURDISTAN REGION OF IRAQ

The Kurdistan Region of Iraq has generally been free of the daily
violence that has marked most other areas of the country in recent
years. The region has enjoyed relative economic prosperity and an
expansion of civil society, and the Kurdish Regional Government has
made encouraging progress in the field of human rights. Despite this,
serious human rights violations persist.

Thousands of people have been detained arbitrarily and held without
charge or trial, many for years. Some have been tortured and otherwise
ill-treated; some have been victims of enforced disappearance. Most
were detained by the Asayish, the security agency, without an arrest
warrant and were then denied access to a lawyer or any opportunity to
challenge their detention before a court. Among those targeted have
been political opponents of the Kurdish authorities, including media
workers, and members of Islamist groups.

Widespread violence against women also continues, despite the
introduction of several positive measures, including legal reforms and
the establishment of shelters for women fleeing abuse.

This report, based on extensive research conducted in the Kurdistan
Region, includes many individual cases. It highlights the progress made
by the Kurdish authorities, including the release of most long-term and
political detainees, but shows that many other measures are urgently
needed to ensure that the human rights of all those living in the
Kurdistan Region are respected and protected.
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