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Provinces of Iran

Nationwide protests
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URGENT
Iran: Protests, Human Rights Crisis, State Violence, & Implications

1. Purpose

This statement outlines the rapidly deteriorating human rights violations in Iran since
December 28, 2025, with a focus on mass civilian casualties, state violence, suppression of
communication and information, and the disproportionate targeting of Kurds in Rojhilat
(Eastern Kurdistan). The statement draws on first-hand testimony and compiled reporting to
inform policy options for Australia and the international community to support Iranians to
build a better future for Iran, and the Kurdistan Region of Iran.

2. Summary Assessment

Iran is experiencing a nationwide crisis marked by economic collapse; long standing
political oppression; old, ailing religious autocrats; a history of corruption, nepotism, and
widespread protests, and exceptionally violent state responses. Evidence indicates that
in the current protests there has been:

o large-scale killing of unarmed civilians, including children and old people;

e executions and deaths in custody, including killing hospitalised protesters;

e mass arrests and forced disappearances;

o withholding of bodies from families;

e coercion of relatives; and

e anear-total internet blackout of all means of communication and surveillance.
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Kurdish regions were subjected to increased militarisation and collective punishment,
consistent with long-standing state practices. The scale, coordination, and concealment of
violence raise serious concerns regarding crimes that undermine international law.

The international community needs to stop talking and start taking co-ordinated action,
most critically by consulting with non-elite Iranians to identify future leaders from the
different ethnic and religious communities of Iran (Persians being about 50 percent of the
population) and support them to meet regularly over the internet or face-to-face, to
negotiate a viable future governance the people of Iran.

Note that Iranians demanded democracy on three significant occasions in the 20t century,
but each time the international community and an Iranian elite worked against them. The
Kurds and Baloch of Iran argue for a federal system, or an independent nation state.

3. Context and Drivers

A sudden extremist Arab take over in Syria in December 2024 that pushed Iran out of Syria,
a 12-day war waged by Israel and the USA on Iranian nuclear sites in June 2025, and Iran’s
years of sanctions and isolation from the West, led to the following factors igniting protests.

3.1 Economic collapse

In 2025, Iran’s annual inflation exceeded 52 percent, with some estimates closer to 70
percent. The redenomination of the rial by striking two zeroes off the currency failed to
stabilise its value. Its collapse to 1.44 million rials per one USD caused public panic.

3.2 A multi-tier exchange rate

Another grievance is that importers, distributors and regime-connected firms can access
hard currency from government-controlled channels at heavily subsidized rates far below
market value. This multi-tier exchange system enabled billions of dollars to flow to well-
connected insiders and regime favourites.

3.3 Water and electricity shortages

Water and electricity shortages occur daily and for longer periods of time, even in the
capital, Tehran.

3.4 Civil unrest

Protests began on 28 December 2025 with merchants closing bazaars nationwide after the
collapse of the rial. Within 24 hours, merchant protesters were joined by students, oil
workers, and transport unions who demanded the end of the Islamist theocracy. The
protests spread rapidly across 17 of Iran’s 31 provinces. This cross-social convergence of
people and their call for ending the mullahs’ reign represents the most significant challenge
to state authority since 1978 to 1982 when the Iranian revolution toppled the Pahlavi
dynasty and the new Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, declared a jihad against
the Kurds of western Iran for demanding a democratic federal system.
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3.5 President Trump’s threats and promises

Starting in the first week of January, US President Trump threatened military action against
the Iranian authorities and promised to support the protesters if the Iranian authorities
overused lethal force to curb protests or execute them as political prisoners. Trump’s threats
appeared to encourage the protesters to take risks, and for the authorities to shoot to kill. By
January 15, Iranian officials claimed that 800 executions would not take place, and the killing
in the street would stop. Trump succumbed to pressure from the Gulf States of Saudi Arabia,
Qatar and Oman worried that a military response would further destabilise the region. He
ceased his threats of military action and talks over Iran’s nuclear program took place in
Oman on February 6. The killing of thousands of protesters and their disappearances and
executions continued. Trump’s response was to announce additional tariffs on Iran’s exports.

What Trump fails to realise is that Iran only agreed to talks to show Iranians who Trump is
most interested in. What Trump also fails to gather is that Iran does things over time,
quietly, when the media eye has moved on. Those 800 executions will still take place. As
Pierre Rehov observed “What this ... ultimately exposed was ... a structural failure in how
the West approaches popular uprisings against entrenched tyrannies. Western leaders are
adept at virtue signalling but conspicuously hesitant at following through. ... Words can
inspire, but they can also expose countless people to monumental danger.”

4 State Response and Human Rights Violations
4.1 Statistics of protesters killed and arrested

The state response to these protests was militarised and lethal. Preliminary estimates of
deaths range from 3,000 to 12,000 while some estimates have reached 45,000 (ABC Radio
and first-hand sources). Another report claims there is evidence that at least 5,848 people
were killed by security forces, with another 17,091 possible fatalities. London-based ‘Iran
International’ claims more than 36,500 protesters were killed on January 8 and 9 alone,
citing documents and sources, plus at least 214 members of the security forces and
government supporters were killed.

At least 42,880 protesters have been arrested. Their families and friends having grave
concerns about their fates. Again, all these statistics are preliminary. We may never know.

Although figures vary, they all point to the killing being widespread and systematic. The
authorities justify the harsh measures by claiming that the USA and Israel are orchestrating
the protests, that the protesters are terrorists and traitors. In reality - the mullahs and the
IRGC, the latter set up by Khomeini to protect the theocracy, now have a stranglehold over
the economy, and are fighting for their lives, positions, privileges, and families.

4.2 First-Hand Testimonies
e Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corp (IRGC) shoot to kill using live bullets, aiming for

the head. Others use pellets and aim for the eyes. Thousands of protesters have
been blinded.
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e ‘Security forces have flooded the streets —security forces stand on every corner and
‘there's tanks everywhere’, while motorcyclists speed on the footbaths to get to
those they want to target, firing at the pedestrians they pass.

o Hospital raids: Doctors report ‘Security forces enter hospitals and kill or arrest
wounded protesters. They drag patients off the operating tables or off a drip and tell
surgeons they’ll be next.’

e Withholding corpses: authorities refuse to release the bodies of dead protesters to
families, demanding USD $24,000 payments or a statement declaring the victim was
a “foreign agent.” This is a way to leverage the dead person’s family into silence,
conceal the scope of the carnage, avoid media coverage, and prevent funerals
becoming the focus of more protests.

e Corpses are stolen from morgues either to keep families from finding their loved
ones and wanting a funeral, and/or because the government wants to hide the true
number of deaths.

o Holding families hostage at gunpoint in their homes: ‘residents are being held
hostage in their homes by machine gun-wielding security forces.

¢ Tehran protest, 8 January 2026: ‘As soon as the chanting grew louder, the sound of
continuous gunfire began. Protesters attacked the repression forces with stones and
chunks of brick. To block the pursuit by armed motorcyclists, and to slow their
movement, they set fires in the streets. The motorcyclists sped along sidewalks ...
firing at every pedestrian they encountered. Protesters set fires on the sidewalks. The
shooting intensified. It felt as if a foreign enemy had invaded the city. The repression
forces were firing ruthlessly and without the slightest restraint—at elderly people, at
small children, at the wounded, at a food delivery motorcyclist, at a grandfather
standing with his grandchild in front of a newspaper kiosk, at anyone who happened
to be within reach. When anyone protested, they were told, “You should not have
come out onto the street.” In alleyways and side streets, motorcyclists were racing
around shooting at people trying to flee. If someone opened their front door to
people running for their lives, the forces would storm into the house and fire towards
its windows. Plainclothes agents dragged anyone they could grab, beating them and
pulling them toward black vans. Inside these vans were stripped of seats to cram in
as many detainees as possible. They accepted no explanations. One man showed
them bags of medicine from a pharmacy, but they still arrested him violently, his face
and head covered in blood. The crackdown was so brutal that in the following days
you could easily see pools of blood on the sidewalks and blood splattered on city
walls. But photographing or filming it was not easy, because at any moment a
plainclothes agent could grab you from a corner and arrest you. To pursue people
through the streets and between cars, they placed forces inside ambulances’.

¢ Post-protests arrests and intimidation: house-to-house searches and arrest of
protesters and executions of protesters continues. Across all major cities authorities
have set up checkpoints where people are ordered to undress and be checked for
recent pellet gun or live bullet injuries. An Oslo-based Iran Human Rights group has
documented 50,000 arrests.

These accounts are consistent across multiple testimonies and align with documented state
practices in previous protest cycles.
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5. Internet Blackout and Information Control

Protesters who posted content on Instagram or other social media were tracked down at
their home or workplace and arrested. Then, on 8 January, internet access was reduced to
one percent of normal levels, severely restricting communication, documentation of abuses,
and access to emergency assistance. Attempts to access satellite-based services were
reportedly disrupted through signal jamming and equipment seizure. Internet shutdowns
and phone surveillance have become integral to the state’s repression strategy. It limits
people contacting each other, and the information getting out of Iran, and enables the
regime to control the narrative.

6. In the Kurdistan Region of Iran (Rojhilat/Rojhelat)

Kurdish cities and towns — including Sanandaj, Sagqez, Mahabad, Bukan, Marivan,
Kermanshah, and llam and surrounding areas, face particularly severe repression, including:

e Further militarisation of the region reflecting a long-standing pattern of treating
Kurdish areas as security/military zones, with the deployment of military-grade
weapons and tanks, and increased checkpoints, curfews, house-to-house raids,
house arrests and intimidation;

o Widespread arrests without due process of activists, workers, teachers, students,
women’s rights advocates, journalists, and other civilians. Many are believed to be
held in secret or isolated detention centres run by the IRGC and intelligence;

¢ The use of torture to gain a confession with the prisoner having no access to lawyers
and no contact with their family;

e ‘Justice’ in Islamic Revolutionary Courts routinely involves a denial of legal
representation and reliance on confessions gained under torture to charge and
convict the protester with “enmity against God” (moharebeh) and “national security
offences” to justify long prison sentences or the death penalty. Often the prisoner is
executed without the family being informed of their whereabouts or fate;

¢ The increased use of lethal force along the borders, including on Kurdish porters
(kolbars) and Baloch, as well as Azeri and Arab Ahwazi; and

¢ The targeting of Kurdish women with harassment, intimidation, kidnap or rape.

These measures constitute the collective punishment of civilian populations.
7. The Political Dynamics Increasing or Decreasing the Likelihood of Regime Change
Political dynamics include:

e No unifying leadership. The protests appear leaderless but this could be because
declaring a leader would confer a death sentence. Nor has the international
community supported a process for this essential ingredient in regime change.

o Reza Pahlavi, son of the last Shah, (Mohammad Reza Pahlavi who was a favourite of
the West but notorious for his ruthless suppression of any internal opposition by
way of his dreaded SAVAK (intelligence agents) being promoted as a valid alternative
over social media and by Iran International, a television channel allegedly financed
by Saudi Arabia. This is despite Reza Pahlavi being US-based, having not returned to
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Iran since he left in 1978, when he was seventeen, and the difficulty in assessing his
level of support, although reports indicate he is popular with Persians in Tehran.

Young people are becoming increasingly desperate for an alternative to the
theocracy and IRGC, they face bleak futures and have not experienced what
happened under SAVAK. Emotions are running high and, during recent protests in
the USA in 2026, royalists started to insult and assault anti-royalists. On January 11,
2026, in Los Angeles, royalists smashed a truck that was covered with slogans against
both the theocracy and monarchy — slogans like "No Shah. No Mullah. No Regime.
USA: Don't repeat 1953", the last ‘don’t’ referring to a CIA-MI6 coup against the
democratically elected prime minister, Mohammad Mossadegh who wanted to
nationalise Iran’s oil industry.

e While some police and soldiers in the Artesh (regular military) talked to protesters
and refused to kill them, there has been no significant defections within the IRGC,
police, or Basij volunteers, and no public splits within the Guardian Council. Hence
these institutions retain their coercive capacity across the country.

¢ In the Kurdistan Region of Rojhilat, which covers the provinces of Western
Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Kermanshah, llam, Hamadan and Lorestan — there are seven
political parties. Six out of seven call for a democratic, secular, federal system. One
party — the Kurdistan Freedom Party (PAK) led by Hossein Yazdanpana — advocates
for an independent Kurdistan that includes all four regions. In mid 2025, these seven
parties formed a Centre of Dialogue and Co-operation of Kurdistan Parties in Iran. On
January 8, 2026, the coalition consolidated, and the Centre for Dialogue called on the
people of Rojhilat to go on strike. More than 50 cities and towns in the four core
provinces did so. A few hours after the strike was called, Reza Pahlavi called for one.

e Each Rojhilati political party has its own peshmerga. These need to unite.

¢ lIranian politics remains fragmented in and outside Iran, with all ethnic-based
parties being considered illegal. This could be one of many reasons why foreign
entities are cautious about supporting alternatives to the theocracy. Apart from the
afore mentioned Kurdistani parties:

e Azeris mainly operate through non-ethnic, government-approved parties;

e Arab Ahwazi have six organisations that, in January 2026, formed the
Coordinating Body of Ahwazi Organisations; and

e The Baloch have five parties and two umbrella organisations, one advocating
independence and the other, a federal system.

e Outside Iran, outspoken Iranians are under constant threat from undercover
Iranian agents, complicating their host countries’ laws and the activists’ political
engagements.

Hence, critical elements for regime change remain missing. These elements include a large
majority of the population wanting change; good leaders with a track record of service and
capacity to clearly articulate a common goal; significant numbers of security forces siding
with the people; and civilians having nothing left to lose. These protests have severely
shaken Iran, but there is a lot of work needed before the IRGC-secured theocracy
changes direction, oris toppled.


https://www.dawn.com/news/1967633/resistance-network-in-iran
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8. Implications for Australia

As a middle power in an increasingly threatening, densely populated world facing
unprecedented challenges, Australia has a clear moral and legal interest in:

preserving the rules based order;

upholding international legal norms;

preventing mass human rights violations and crimes;

preventing another war in the Middle East to which the ADF will likely be asked to
contribute;

ensuring that Australian institutions are not used to shelter assets or activities linked
to serious abusers; and

preserving International and Australian laws, for example, freedom of expression,
which are being undermined when foreign agents operate in Australia.

Failure to credibly respond to these and other risks contributes to states of impunity, further
escalation, and potentially a total breakdown of the world we know.

9. Policy Options and Recommendations

9.1 Accountability and monitoring

There is a need to:

Reform and strengthen UN and other international bodies to investigate and
monitor killings in the street, hospitals and homes, residential raids, deaths in
custody, internet shutdowns and the operation of the Islamic Revolutionary Courts,
and advise effective international responses.

Support international accountability processes should Iran fail to investigate and
prosecute those responsible for the IRGC violence and the execution of protesters.
Advocate for and develop the means to protect Human Rights of non-state
actors, including Kurds, and other first nations people, and their cultural,
linguistic, and political rights, in line with international human rights law.

9.2 Diplomatic action for the protection of Iranian civilians

Suggested diplomatic actions include:

Issuing clear public condemnation, a demand to halt, and prepare suitable court
cases supported by specific cases and verified testimony of mass killings, executions
and the indefinite or secret detention of non-violent political prisoners, and other
forms of collective punishment, as well as the perfunctory operations of Islamic
Revolutionary Courts.
Raising concerns in bilateral and multilateral forums, including the UN Security
Council, the UN General Assembly and Human Rights Council.
Stating clearly what actions Australia is prepared to take if Iran fails to address
these concerns, whether Australia acts alone or with others.
Supporting Iranians in and outside Iran to select respected men and women to
discuss the best governance structure for Iran, and the way to form:

o asecular Democratic Republic
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= women (e.g. Narges Mohammadi, Masih Alinezhad and Shirin Ebadi);
= coalitions like Shoraye Gozar (Iran Transition Council in Europe);
= A controversial suggestion is that two former lawmakers, the former
prime minister, Mir-Hossein Mousavi and the former Speaker of the
Maijlis, Mehdi Karroubi, now considered ‘opposition’, especially after
they led the Green Movement in 2009, would make experienced
committee members, but this is totally unacceptable to Kurds, who
accuse these men of the failure to act, investigate, or condemn mass
executions and extrajudicial killings in the 1980s and to have
contributed to the subsequent coverup, when they were in positions
of power.
o aninclusive Federal Democratic Republic
= leaders from the various nations that make up Iran, including Kurdish
leaders (e.g. Abdullah Mohtadi and Mustafa Hijri), as well as Baloch,
Arab and Azeri leaders), and
= organisations like the mixed ethnic ‘25 Shahrivar’ formed after the
death in custody of Jina Amini in 2022 and the worldwide ‘Jin Jiyan
Azadi’ protests.
o a constitutional monarchy (e.g. Reza Pahlavi); and
o anindependent Kurdistan (e.g. Hossein Yazdanpanah) and Baluchistan.

as well as leaders from different religious communities, academia, businesspeople, NGOs,
individuals representing the non-extreme continuum on the political spectrum, and for
them to meet face-to-face or over the internet to discuss alternative governance models
and transition pathways. If necessary, camouflage their co-ordination by asking them to
organise an all-encompassing cross-cultural event.

9.3 Sanctions and legal measures

o Apply targeted sanctions against IRGC, Basij, judicial and intelligence officials
implicated in serious abuses, choosing sanctions that do not negatively impact the
general population;

o Demand physical access to Iranian courts and prisons;

e Proscribe the IRGC and Islamic Revolutionary Courts as terrorist organisations and
individuals within them for crimes against humanity etc. ;

o Freeze assets and restrict travel of individuals and organisations guilty of abuse;

o Take individuals and institutions responsible for war crimes and crimes against
humanity to the International Criminal Court and/or

o establish Universal Jurisdiction in Australia for the right to conduct court cases for
crimes against humanity committed outside Australia;

¢ Improve and expand mechanisms for international justice for non-state actors;

¢ Investigate Iranian government and Iranian individuals’ investment and financial
activity in Australia;

¢ Scrutinise visa applications from Iranians and Iran’s regional allies and reject those
that pose a possible security risks to Australians - Iranian or non-Iranian; and

¢ Organise a coalition of countries and corporations to take other actions.
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9.4 Protection measures

e Expand the Australian humanitarian visa program and refugee pathways for at-risk
individuals, particularly Kurds, Baloch, women activists, journalists, and artists.

9.5 Information access

e Publicly oppose internet shutdowns - the current one starting on Jan. 8; and
e Support measures to restore civilian access to communications, recognising its role
in atrocity prevention and information gathering.

9.6 Ensure any response serves the Iranian people.
10. Conclusion

The ruling elite of Iran appears unable to grasp the depth of anger among Iranians,
especially young Iranians who face poverty, unemployment and a bleak future in a resource-
rich country. It appears the elite are in denial that they have a stark choice: self-orchestrated
regime reform, or collapse, with most options unlikely leading to any secular democratic
system, federal or otherwise. Instead, the ruling elite blame outside forces and ‘terrorists’,
rigidly seeing no alternative but a coordinated campaign of extrajudicial killings, death
penalties, and repression, i.e., it could get worse.

The scale of violence, the efforts to conceal abuse, and the targeting of non-Persian regions
warrant urgent and sustained international attention, because an non-functioning Iran has
regional and international implications. Australia has both a strategic and principled interest
in responding decisively to prevent further loss of life and erosion of international norms.
Above all, the Australian Government must demonstrate that actions speak louder than
words, that silence, or not carrying out a threat, or a promise, when tyranny persists can
make a terrible situation catastrophic, as it has in Iran and Syria. In contrast, if Iran, Iraq and
Syria were transformed into peaceful, democratic and, ideally, federal states, they could
make huge historical, cultural, political, social, economic and environmental contributions to
this fragile world.
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