CARNEGIE
ENDOWMENT FOR
A INTERNATIONAL PEACE POLICY OUTLOOK

REFINING THE EU’'S APPROACH TO IRAN'S
MARGINALIZED ACTORS

CORNELIUS ADEBAHR AND BARBARA MITTELHAMMER

WHY THE ISSUE IS IMPORTANT

The revolt that has gripped Iran for nearly a year has exposed deep layers of systemic and violent
oppression. It has also highlighted the country's severe economic and environmental crises, which
have hit people in peripheral regions especially hard. Marginalized groups face particularly violent
state repression: the regime is targeting minority groups with arbitrary arrests, torture, sexual and
gender-based violence, forced disappearances, and executions. As a consequence, the number

of individuals with minority backgrounds among the protesters killed or sentenced to death is
disproportionately high. People who face multiple layers of discrimination, such as women or
members of the LGBTQ community, are confronted with both state repression and a societal
backlash in their own communities.

Yet, this impact on already marginalized actors and their roles in the revolt have received scant
international attention. To include their perspectives, however, is relevant for an actor like the EU
not only to fully understand developments in Iran but also to grasp the overall sociopolitical context
and refine the union'’s response.
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PRIORITY ACTIONS

1. The EU should engage with marginalized
perspectives, increase awareness of
intersectional issues, and highlight diverse
views in its human rights demands.

The EU should continue to address the Iranian
regime's gross human rights violations and
emphasize the disproportionate targeting of
minority groups by the country’s security forces. It
should do so by engaging with well-established civil
society groups that represent marginalized
perspectives, in particular women and human rights
organizations, to achieve a more comprehensive
understanding of the situation in Iran and
neighboring countries. On that basis, the EU should
articulate concrete human rights demands while
reminding the public of the protesters’ fates. To
avoid the regime-driven securitization of
confessional and ethnic identities, such messages
should build on Iran’s international and domestic
legal obligations. The EU needs to coordinate these
efforts with those of third countries and the UN to
increase their scope.

2. The EU and its member states need to
include marginalized perspectives in their
human rights documentation and reporting
to ensure accountability.

The UN Independent International Fact-Finding
Mission on Iran is key to documenting and,
eventually, facilitating accountability for gross
human rights violations that are attributed to the
Iranian security forces. The mission should expand
its work with human rights organizations that
represent and work on marginalized groups to
include an intersectional perspective. The UN
Human Rights Council's fifty-third session in June-
July 2023 provides an opportunity for
representatives of the EU and

its member states to incorporate marginalized
perspectives into their own statements.

The EU should expand targeted sanctions
against individuals responsible for
persecution and work with civil society to
design and implement the measures.

Street protests continue, especially in Iran’s
Kurdish and Balochi provinces, where security
forces regularly use brute force against

peaceful protesters under a blanket of repeated
internet shutdowns. In response, the EU should
strengthen its body of sanctions by working with
civil society experts, including from marginalized
groups, to identify the perpetrators and
coordinate internationally to create matching
lists of individuals to target. In addition, the EU
should engage civil society to conduct “do no
harm” assessments of old and

new sanctions.

The EU should address the socioeconomic
needs and the civic discrimination

of ethnic minorities in Iran at the
international level.

Poverty and limited access to basic needs,
resources, and social infrastructure aggravate
the lives of those in Iran’s peripheral regions.
Especially in ethnic-minority areas, such as
Sistan and Baluchestan Province, approximately
one hundred thousand people are stateless. The
EU should continue its humanitarian projects
and support civil society organizations in these
provinces. It should push for Iran to join the UN
campaign to end statelessness by 2024 and
promote the naturalization of stateless people
under Iran’s 2019 nationality law. The EU should
provide additional support for organizations
that try to tackle particular challenges for
marginalized groups. Such challenges include

a lack of birth certificates or IDs as well as the
fact that women and LGBTQ individuals are
reluctant to publicize rights violations for fear of
a backlash from their families and communities.




5. The EU institutions should develop a strategic framework
for short- and long-term support for Iranian civil society,
especially marginalized actors.

Iran’s repressive domestic context and highly securitized environment
render civil society support extremely difficult. However, supporting
and engaging with civil society, and including marginalized
perspectives in EU policy deliberations, would be in the EU's interest.
This support includes assisting those who face persecution, especially
women and human rights defenders, for instance in the form of funds
for bail or medical treatment, as well as offering asylum if necessary.
It also includes providing internet connections via proxy servers,
virtual private networks, and cloud services. In the longer term,
technical and financial support would help increase the capacities of
marginalized actors. Such engagement is crucial in view of the lack of
an EU delegation in Tehran, for which the member states’ embassies
cannot compensate. Recognizing that this situation is likely to
continue at least in the medium term, the EU should draw its various
policy strands together under an Iran-focused strategy that builds on
similarities and differences in approaches to comparable repressive
contexts in the EU's neighborhood.
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The Iranian regime's violent response to the ongoing revolt builds on
decades of systemic discrimination to restrict the country’s cultural,
political, civic, and socioeconomic spheres. Yet, the disproportionate
effects of repression on Iran’s already marginalized communities have
been poorly understood internationally. To increase its political leverage,
the EU should coordinate with established civil society groups to draw
international attention to Tehran's human rights violations and expand
sanctions against those responsible for the persecution. In the longer
term, the EU needs to develop a strategic framework to work with Cornelius Adebahr
and support Iranian civil society, especially marginalized actors, on a
sustainable basis.
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