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1. Please provide any reports about a vigil outside Sydney Town Hall on 28 June 2009, 
which was filmed on YouTube, to commemorate the death of Iranian protestors (eg. 
indicating approximate numbers of participants, the purpose of it, duration, details 
of speech-makers or placards). 

A candlelight vigil was held on 28 June 2009 at Sydney Town Hall steps from 4.30-
6.30pm. Amnesty International (Australia), who promoted the event on its website, wrote 
that it was organised by an individual named ‘Sara Haghoosti’. There is no information to 
indicate that ‘Sara’ is associated with a particular organisation. The Amnesty International 
website also notes that the purpose of the vigil was to ‘remember those that have died 
fighting for freedom in Iran’ referring to large demonstrations held in Iran following the 
12 June 2009 election in which a number of protestors died during clashes with Iranian 
authorities.1 The event was also promoted by the Facebook group ‘Australian-Iranian 
Group Supporting Democracy’.2  

There are several YouTube videos of the event. These videos reveal a large number of 
people holding candles, Iranian flags and placards. Some placards read ‘Where is my 
Vote?’, ‘Mr Rudd, please don’t give recognition make democracy your mission’ and ‘Re-
election is my right’. Other placards were written in Farsi. One video reveals a number of 
tea light candles laid out on the ground spelling out the word ‘Iran’.3  One YouTube 
Video description states that there were over 300 people at the event.4 Another video 
describes and shows a male Iranian musician making a speech in Farsi though it is does 
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not note his name.5 Another video of the vigil also shows a number of attendees singing
what is most likely F 6

 in 
arsi.    

 a 

                                                

A week earlier, on 20 June 2009, 200 Iranian Australians protested in Martin Place, 
Sydney, calling on the Federal Government to delay recognising the presidency of Iran's 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.7 This protest and the candlelight vigil were held at a time when 
there was an organised campaign of global protest against claims of Iranian electoral fraud 
amongst overseas Iranian communities.8 

2. Is there information that the Iranian authorities might be aware of this or similar 
events? How closely are they monitored, and how closely is YouTube and Facebook 
monitored?  

It is likely that the Iranian authorities would be aware of protests against the Iranian 
regime by overseas Iranian communities. A number of sources claim that the Iranian 
authorities monitor the activities of overseas Iranians via social network sites such as 
Facebook and YouTube and by directly filming overseas protests. 

Western media sources claim that social network sites such as YouTube, Twitter and 
Facebook were instrumental in promoting the large scale demonstrations that took place in 
Tehran after the results of the 12 June 2009 election which gave President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad victory. At times, these sites were the only source providing information on 
the widespread violent crackdown on protestors by the Iranian authorities.9 As a result, 
the Iranian government considered such sites as ‘instruments of the opposition’ and took
significant interest in them.10 In June 2009, it was reported that Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guard warned that anyone using such sites for political purposes would be subject to 
retribution.11 Media sources also reported that, after the election, the Iranian government 
announced the establishment of a new police unit devoted to monitoring websites for 
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political material in order to prosecute those deemed to be ‘spreading lies’.12 Media 
sources also claim that the Iranian government had purchased sophisticated internet 
monitoring technology in 2008.13 The US Department of State 2009 Country Report on 
Human Rights Practices in Iran confirms that the government monitored internet 
communications via Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, with technology it purchased in 
2008.14  

A number of media sources confirm that through its monitoring of sites such as Facebook, 
YouTube and Twitter, the Iranian authorities are able to track the political activities of 
overseas Iranians. A 2010 article by The Wall Street Journal states that former Iranian 
lawmakers and former members of Iran’s elite security force claim that such monitoring 
enables the Iranian government to identify Iranians who attend overseas opposition 
protests.15 An earlier 2009 article by The Wall Street Journal reported that, in November 
2009, the deputy commander of Iran's armed forces wrote an editorial in the conservative 
newspaper Kayhan that ‘protesters inside and outside Iran have been identified and will be 
dealt with at the right time.’16 No information, however, was found to indicate the extent 
or degree of success of monitoring by the Iranian authorities. 

Western media sources also indicate that Iranian intelligence agents had video-recorded 
some overseas post-election protests. On 6 April 2010, The Australian reported that pro-
democracy campaigners in Australia had accused the Iranian Embassy in Canberra of 
spying on Australian Iranian democracy activists.  The article states the campaigners 
claim that ‘…the embassy monitors articles and protests by political activists and films 
and photographs those who attend anti-regime rallies and reports back on their activities’ 
and that ‘...the spies were students on Iranian government scholarships who disrupted pro-
democracy meetings, tore down posters and threatened anti-government campaigners’.17 
This follows a 2007 report also by The Australian which claimed that national security 
agents were closely monitoring Iranians at Australian universities on the basis of claims 
from the Iranian community that some of the students are doubling as spies and reporting 
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to Tehran.18 A subsequent report by The Australian, on 8 April 2010, notes that the 
Iranian Embassy had rejected these allegations and considered them to be ‘politically 
motivated’.19  

Nonetheless, a 2009 article in the British newspaper, The Times, similarly described how 
an unmanned video recorder on the rooftop of the Iranian Embassy in London appeared to 
record the faces of a large crowd of protestors who had gathered there.20 The 2009 Wall 
Street Journal article also stated that German intelligence had identified ‘Iranian 
intelligence agents’ trying to intimidate protesters in Germany by videotaping them. It 
also noted that a German foreign-ministry official said Germany rejected requests from 
Iran to restrict anti-Iranian protests.21 A subsequent article in March 2010, also by The 
Wall Street Journal, described how a former Iranian diplomat based in the Iranian 
Embassy in Oslo was required to identify Iranian expatriates protesting in front of the 
embassy. The former diplomat (who has subsequently resigned and sought refugee status 
in Norway) also claims that Intelligence agents filmed the protesters and asked him to 
identify faces in the crowd.22 

3. Is there any evidence that people involved in such protests outside Iran have had 
problems on return to Iran?  

Yes. A small number of western media sources claim that Iranians who had participated in 
protests outside Iran, or who had criticised the Iranian government on their Facebook 
pages, were harassed by Iranian authorities on return to Iran. They indicate that some 
returnees, on arrival at the airport, were asked to log in to their Facebook accounts to 
ascertain their political activities; were questioned; detained; threatened; had their 
passports confiscated; abused and had even disappeared. These sources also claim that 
relatives of such people still in Iran had been harassed by Iranian authorities on account of 
their overseas activities. 

A highly cited news article by The Wall Street Journal in December 2009 states that the 
author conducted interviews with 90 Iranians living in various western countries which 
revealed ‘that people who criticize Iran's regime online or in public demonstrations are 
facing threats intended to silence them.’ The article notes that it could not independently 
verify the claims but the interviewees provided consistently similar descriptions of 
harassment: 

Dozens of individuals in the U.S. and Europe who criticized Iran on Facebook or 
Twitter said their relatives back in Iran were questioned or temporarily detained 
because of their postings. About three dozen individuals interviewed said that, 
when traveling this summer back to Iran, they were questioned about whether they 
hold a foreign passport, whether they possess Facebook accounts and why they 
were visiting Iran. The questioning, they said, took place at passport control upon 
their arrival at Tehran's Imam Khomeini International Airport. 
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Five interviewees who traveled to Iran in recent months said they were forced by 
police at Tehran's airport to log in to their Facebook accounts. Several reported 
having their passports confiscated because of harsh criticism they had posted 
online about the way the Iranian government had handled its controversial 
elections earlier this year. 

… An Iranian engineer in his 30s who lives in a German-speaking area of Europe, 
and who attended protests there this year, described having his passport, cellphone 
and laptop confiscated when he later traveled to Tehran. He said he was called in 
for questioning several times, blindfolded, kicked and physically abused, and asked 
to hand over his email and Facebook passwords. Interrogators showed him images 
of himself participating in protests in Europe, he said, and pressed him to identify 
other people in the images. He said he was told he was guilty of charges including 
attending antiregime protests abroad, participating in online activities on Facebook 
and Twitter that harmed Iran's national security and leaving comments on 
opposition Web sites. He said he was given a choice: Face trial in Iran, or sign a 
document promising to act as an informant in Europe. He says he signed the paper, 
took his passport and left Iran after a month. He says he has received follow-up 
emails and phone calls but hasn't responded to them.23 

Other western media sources have reported similar accounts. The article by The 
Australian on 6 April 2010 reported that one activist from Monash University, who 
attended pro-democracy rallies in Australia and wrote online articles critical of the 
Ahmadinejad regime, claimed that Iranian authorities recently visited her father in Tehran 
to inform him that she would be banned from returning to Iran because of her political 
activities in Australia.24 The subsequent article by The Australian, on 8 April 2010, 
further claimed that two Iranian Australians had been detained, interrogated and 
threatened with punishment during a visit to Iran because of their support for the Iranian 
pro-democracy movement in Australia: 
 

In February an Iranian-born student who now has Australian citizenship was 
summoned for interrogation by the state security bureau in Tehran, after returning 
to Iran to visit her sick mother. "Fariba", who asked that her real name not be used 
for fear of reprisals, was told by her Iranian interrogator that the Iranian 
government had photographs of her and colleagues taking part in pro-democracy 
protests in Brisbane. 

……. 

In a second case last month, an Iranian-born man who lives in Queensland was 
detained at Tehran's international airport after arriving from Brisbane, and 
interrogated about his political activities in Australia. He was shown photographs 
of himself at rallies in Brisbane and was given a list of names of Iranian pro-
democracy activists in Queensland and asked to identify them. 

Mehran Rafiei, convenor of the group Queensland Supporters of Democracy for 
Iran, says the man was told by his interrogator that his political activities in 
Australia warranted the death penalty. "They say (to him) `We are the government 

                                                 
23 Fassihi, F. 2009 ‘Iranian Crackdown Goes Global’ Wall Street Journal, 3 December 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB125978649644673331.html - Accessed 26 March 2010 – Attachment 30.  
24 Neighbour, S. 2010, “Iranian embassy in Canberra 'spying on activist students'” The Australian, 6 April 
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/iranian-embassy-in-canberra-spying-on-activist-students/story-
e6frg6nf-1225850112423 - Accessed 7 April 2010 – Attachment 31.  

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB125978649644673331.html
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/iranian-embassy-in-canberra-spying-on-activist-students/story-e6frg6nf-1225850112423
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/iranian-embassy-in-canberra-spying-on-activist-students/story-e6frg6nf-1225850112423


of God, we are the deputies of God. It is quite clear you are against God, so you 
should be executed'."25 

A blog post by Evgeny Morozov on the American Foreign Policy Magazine website also 
described hearing an account of an Iranian-American who, on passing through the 
immigration control at the airport in Tehran, was asked by the officers if she had a 
Facebook account. When she said "no", the officers pulled up a laptop and searched for 
her name on Facebook. They found her account and noted down the names of her 
Facebook friends.26  An article by the British newspaper, The Times, in July 2009, also 
notes that the Persian community in the United Kingdom have been investigating claims 
that, since the 2009 election, a number of British Iranians have ‘disappeared’ from the 
airport on return to Iran. It also states that a student from East London spent four days in a 
police cell in Tehran during a holiday to visit her family, though does not provide any 
explanation of the arrest.27  

The US Department of State 2009 Country Report on Human Rights Practices in Iran also 
noted: ‘There were also reports that authorities threatened and arrested family members of 
expatriates who posted critical comments about the country on social networking Web 
sites such as Facebook.’ It then refers to an incident reported in The Wall Street Journal 
article.28 Therefore, The Wall Street Journal article was most likely the main source for 
this comment in US Department of State report.  

A 2010 research report by the Research Directorate of the Immigration and Refugee 
Board of Canada corroborates these media claims. The report states that the Directorate 
had received correspondence from the Director of the International Campaign for Human 
Rights in Iran (ICHRI), an organisation based in New York and Hamburg that supports 
Iranian human rights activists. The Director claimed that ‘…relatives of post-election 
protestors have been heavily targeted, [including] those of persons residing inside Iran, 
those who have left and are seeking asylum, and those who were already abroad and 
engaged in protests outside Iran’. The report also claims that a Professor of Political 
Science from York University, Toronto, also advised the Directorate that an Iranian senior 
security official announced that they would target those outside Iran who criticise the 
government. The report also refers to the article in The Wall Street Journal.29  

Most recently, a number of media reports in April 2010 claim that Iran’s Justice Minister, 
Morteza Bakhtiari, announced the establishment of a special prosecutorial branch to ‘deal 
with’ Iranians abroad. The Minister did not specify the reasons for establishing the special 
branch or its mandate but some reports claim it is intended to prosecute Iranian nationals 
who take part in overseas anti-regime protests. It has also been reported that Interpol 
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turned down repeated requests by Iranian authorities to issue arrest warrants for political 
and civil activists residing outside Iran.30 

Though the above evidence is limited, it is notable that similar claims have been made 
from a variety of sources that purport to have received first-hand accounts of harassment 
of Iranians who had participated in protests outside Iran or who had criticised the Iranian 
government on the internet. The limited sources may be explained by the very recent 
nature of the reported harassment.  

It is also of significance that in early 2010 there were continuous media reports of a 
sustained crackdown on local protestors in Iran including recent reports of the execution 
of local protestors.31 In January 2010, it was reported that Iran's Interior Minister, Mostafa 
Mohammad Najjar, warned opposition activists that they risk execution as ‘enemies of 
God’ if they continue anti-government demonstrations.32 In April 2010, Amnesty 
International claimed that the Iranian authorities continue to ‘severely restrict freedom of 
expression in Iran, arresting journalists (of whom scores are believed to remain in 
detention), imposing restrictions on the use of the internet, including social networking 
sites, and shutting down newspapers….continuing to deny permission for anti-government 
demonstrations to take place, and have taken brutal measures to suppress such 
demonstrations.33 Therefore, the political situation in Iran remains very tense.  

Given the above information and the current political climate in Iran, Iranians who 
participated in overseas protests against the Iranian government, or who have criticised the 
government on their Facebook pages, may be at risk of harassment, detention and even 
disappearance on return to Iran. 
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