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I am here to speak to you and to the world on behalf of over 5 million Arab-Iranian or Ahwazi-Arab minorities in Iran- therefore I will try to put the theme of the Forum, participation, in a County context -Iran
· In Iran, like in Pakistan and in India and other countries in the region, we have a multinational, multi-ethnic and a multi-lingual country composed of Turks, Arabs, Persian, Kurds, Baluch and Turkmen that comprise over 60% of the population- but the creation of Iran’s national identity in modern times since 1925 has been based on Persian language and culture with other groups marginalized and repressed. 
· The system of government in Iran is highly cauterized. Like the rest of the Middle East, Iran is not a nation-state, any attempt to force it into a mono-ethnic, mono-linguistic or a mono cultural, nation-state, will fail.

· Teaching mother language of non-Persian minorities in elementary school is a necessity- any delay is a form of national oppression and discrimination. 
· Chamran University is located in Arab province of Khuzestan- it has 38,000 students of which only 2000 or 6% Arab are Arab students. The sate should mandate and impose a quota of at least 50% Arab minority enrollment.

· Out of the 17 publications in Arab Khuzestan province, none are in Arabic. TV and Radio in the province are the monopoly of the Government –Ahwazi-Arab minority has no access to them. This must change. To achieve a meaningful participation, the Iranian regime must present a plan to narrow the deep cultural, economic and ethnic divide in Minority provinces.
Ahwazi-Arab share of government jobs is only 10% while 75% of the province population is Arab.  It should be mandated that the private and public sectors should hire local employees - a quota of at least 40%. Must be institutionalized.
Background: 
More than five million indigenous Ahwazi Arabs live in the south-western region of Iran, near the southern border of Iraq in the province of Khuzestan or as called by its indigenous name, Al-Ahwaz or Arabestan. Ahwazi-Arabs constitute an indigenous, ethnic, national and linguistic minority in Iran. Historically, this indigenous Arab community has been marginalized, excluded and discriminated against by successive governments in Iran. 
· The Ahwazi Arab Nation in Iran has not been allowed to participate in running its own affairs. It does not have local or national representation. They are not allowed to form their own parties to compete in free and fair elections and there is lack of provincial government autonomy from central control.  The Arab minority in Iran is totally deprived of its civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights.

· Prior to its annexation and occupation by the Iranian government in 1925, this region enjoyed a high degree of autonomy and independence. Indigenous Arab tribes have lived on this land for thousands of years. 
· Successive Persian-dominated regimes in Iran followed a systematic forced assimilation, ethnic cleansing, confiscation of indigenous Ahwazi farmland and the diversion of the mighty Karoon and Karkhe Rivers from Arab land to ethnic Persian provinces of Isfahan, Yazd and Kerman. The Islamic Republic, like its predecessors, is stripping indigenous Arabs of their national identity, culture and language, and has excluded Ahwazi-Arabs from the Iranian landscape, politically, economically and socially.
Economic Poverty
· While Ahwazi ancestral lands produce over 4.5 million barrels of oil daily, that’s 90% of total Iranian oil production; indigenous Ahwazi-Arabs live in abject poverty and receive no part of its $77 billion annual income in 2008/09. Legislation to allocate 1.5% of revenue to Khuzestan or al-Ahwaz was recently defeated for the fourth time. 
· Khuzestan’s political, military and security commanders, officers, mayors and all high and mid-level government officials of Khuzestan have consistently been appointed from non-Arab areas. 
· This marginalization is more acute in light of the fact that the state is the largest employer in Iran. 
· About 90% of the labor force of Iranian oil and gas industries that are located in our lands are hired from non-indigenous, non-local and non-Arabs. 
Educational poverty
· Among Ahwazi-Arabs, the illiteracy rate is 4 times the national average and unemployment is 6 times the national average.

· The drop-out rate of Ahwazi students is 30% during elementary school, 50% during secondary school and 70% during high school. Only one out of 4 Ahwazi students graduate from high school, while 3 out of 4 Persian-speaking students graduate from high school. 
Language rights
· The Persian language, which is native only to a third of the population, is legislated to be the sole official language therefore denying the linguistic rights of Arabs to their mother tongue. Furthermore, names of cities, towns, villages, rivers and other geographical landmarks were changed from Arabic to Persian 
· Often, the Iranian government authorities in Khuzestan refuse to register and issue birth identity cards to indigenous Arab newborn babies, who do not assume Persian or Shiite names. 
Population Transfer
Ahwazi-Arab people have been subjected to a forcible population transfer program. Since the end of Iran-Iraq War, in 1989, 1.2 million Ahwazi Arabs have been forcefully displaced into central provinces whilst 1.5 million non-Indigenous Persians were brought into government-funded resettlement towns such as Ramin, 1, 2, 3, and Shirin-Shahr in Arab cities in Khuzestan. Under the same policy (called hemayesh-sarzamini or Land Reclamation), 500,000 hectares of indigenous Ahwazi farmers land was confiscated and given to non-indigenous settlers, a scheme designed to break up and change the ethnic structure and racial mix of the province.  
Unfair discrimination

· Since the Uprising (Intefada) of 15 April 2005 in the provincial city of Ahwaz where security forces opened fire on thousands of peaceful demonstrators killing at least 151 men, women and children, injuring over 1800 with a further 160 people disappeared (believed killed) and 28,000 detained.
· According to a recent appeal by Amnesty International and Iran Human Rights Activists, 7 of the 9 Ahwazi-Arabs are in danger of imminent execution –for alleged 2007 assassination of a Sheikh Samir Hasshemi, a Shia cleric in Ahwaz. All 9 men have been in solitary prison cells since their arrests in July 2007. Two men were executed in Aug 2007 for the same charge. The government has shown no evidence whatever to back it charges.
· In the past 2 years alone, at least 31 prominent Ahwazi human rights and political activists were publicly hanged despite the appeal by the European Union Commission, international Human Rights Organization and in a blatant defiance to the independent experts appointed by the United Nations Human Rights Council, Mr. Philip Alston, Mr. Leandro Despouy, and Mr. Manfred Nowak who  issued a statement urging the Iranian Government to "stop the imminent execution of seven men belonging to the Ahwazi Arab minority and grant them a fair and public hearing.”
COCLUSION: forceful creation of a nation-state in the region- as if it were one country made of one nationality - is the main mistake that the West is making in the region.  West doe this either out of ignorance and not understanding the ethnic dynamics of the region, or Western powers want and wish to grant power to a preferred ethnic group to be its subservient.

What we need to do here in Washington is to go the Congress and explain to politicians that forcing peoples and nationalities together against their will neither help the people nor bring stability and security that the West seeks. 
I believe in a genuine federalist system, a decentralized system of government with international recognition to both, federal constitution as well as the constitution of the autonomous federal regions. But eventually it is the choice of the people to accept or reject a government. 

Than you

Karim Abdian, PhD
Executive Director, 
Ahwaz Human Rights Organization
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