
 
 

CRIMINAL COVER-UP  
IRAN DESTROYING MASS GRAVES OF VICTIMS OF 1988 KILLINGS  

 
 



 

© Amnesty International 2018 
Except where otherwise noted, content in this document is licensed under a Creative Commons 
(attribution, non-commercial, no derivatives, international 4.0) licence. 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode 
For more information please visit the permissions page on our website: www.amnesty.org 
Where material is attributed to a copyright owner other than Amnesty International this  
material is not subject to the Creative Commons licence. 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover photo:  Three satellite images taken in (from top to bottom) June 2017, August 2017 and 
September 2017 which show the progress of construction over a suspected mass grave in Vadieh 
Rahmat cemetery in Tabriz, East Azerbaijan province.  The authorities have poured concrete over more 
than half of the area in order to construct an open-air space for holding official ceremonies.  
© Map data: Google, DigitalGlobe, 2017 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 
For nearly three decades, the Iranian authorities have systematically concealed the 
whereabouts of the remains of thousands of prisoners of conscience and others detained on 
politically motivated charges who were forcibly disappeared and extrajudicially executed by the 
Iranian authorities between late July and early September 1988. Based on information 
provided by family members of victims, human rights defenders, Persian-language media 
outlets and political opposition groups, Justice for Iran estimates that there may be more than 
120 locations across Iran that contain the remains of these victims. Many grave sites are 
located in deserted areas inside or in the vicinity of cemeteries.  
 
Research undertaken by Amnesty International and Justice for Iran has documented actions 
taken by the authorities between 2003 and 2017  to destroy or damage seven confirmed or 
credibly suspected mass grave sites across Iran. The actions include: bulldozing; hiding the 
mass graves beneath new, individual burial plots; constructing concrete slabs, buildings or 
roads over the mass graves; and turning the mass grave sites into rubbish dumps. In at least 
three cases, the authorities appear to be planning actions that would further damage the mass 
graves.  
 
Amnesty International and Justice for Iran are not able to identify which government authority 
is responsible for ordering or authorizing the destruction. The management of cemeteries 
generally rests with municipal authorities in Iran . However, sites that are believed to contain 
mass graves of victims of the 1988 prison killings  are under regular patrolling and close 
surveillance by security and intelligence officials. It is, therefore, highly likely that judicial 
officials and intelligence and security bodies are involved in the decision-making processes 
related to their desecration and destruction.  
 
Amnesty International and Justice for Iran are gravely concerned that by taking steps to 
destroy the mass grave sites of the victims of the 1988 prison killings, the Iranian authorities 
`qd cdrsqnxhmf uhs`k enqdmrhb duhcdmbd `mc cdoqhuhmf sgd uhbshlr­families, as well as society as 
a whole, of their rights to truth, justice and reparation.  
 
At two suspected mass grave sites in Behesht Reza cemetery in Mashhad, Khorasan Razavi 
province, north-eastern Iran, and in Tazeh Abad cemetery in Rasht, Gilan province, northern 
Iran, the authorities have built new burial plots over the mass graves while keeping the new 
nvmdqr tm`v`qd `ants sgd k`mc­r g`qqnvhmf o`rs-At another suspected mass grave site in 
Vadieh Rahmat cemetery in Tabriz, East Azerbaijan province, the authorities have poured 
concrete over more than half of the area and turned the site into an open-air funeral space.  
 
A fourth suspected mass grave which has faced destruction lies in the grounds of the former 
premises of the Revolutionary Court in Sanandaj, Kurdistan province. Today it forms part of a 
crowded shopping area around Shahrdari Square in Sanandaj.  
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Three additional sites that are in peril are located near Behesht Abad cemetery in Ahvaz, 
Khuzestan province; near Golestan Javid cemetery in Khavaran, south-east of Tehran; and near 
sgd A`g`­h bdldsdqx hm Pnqudg+ Jtqchrs`m oqnuhmbd. The first one has been desecrated through 
rubbish dumping and is at imminent  risk due to an ongoing road-widening project. The other 
two were subjected to bulldozing in 2009 and 2016, respectively. In Qorveh, families were 
told by an official in the Ministry of Agriculture that the grave site had been classified as 
agricultural land and the graves were destroyed with the approval of the Office of the 
Prosecutor in Qorveh on the fqntmcr sg`s sgdx bnmrshstsdc ®hkkdf`k athkchmf¯ nm ®`fqhbtkstq`k¯
land.  
 
The locations examined in this report were selected because Amnesty International and 
Justice for Iran were able to obtain detailed information about both the burial of victims of the 
1988 prison killings in these areas and destructive actions taken by the Iranian authorities 
there, including reliable first -hand testimonies, photo and video evidence, and satellite 
imagery. The choices also reflect the efforts made to identify sites in different areas across the 
country. 
 
Between November 2015 and January 2018, Amnesty International and Justice for Iran 
interviewed, separately or together, 28 former prisoners and 23 family members of prisoners. 
They provided information about the manner in which the authorities planned and carried out 
the mass killings  of 1988 and concealed the fate and whereabouts of the victims as well as 
the sequences of events leading to the discovery of the mass graves and the destruction and 
damage that has since been inflicted on them. In addition, the organizations interviewed 13 
individuals, including h uman rights defenders and eyewitnesses, who provided first-hand 
testimonies about the burial of victims in mass graves and the destruction that the mass 
graves have since faced. Some of the interviews were conducted in person while others were 
done remotely through messaging applications.  
 
Amnesty International and Justice for Iran also managed to obtain satellite imagery, video 
footage and photographs that provided compelling visual evidence of the destructive actions 
taken by the authorities at the confirmed or suspected mass grave sites.  
 
The Iranian authorities­ systematic concealment of the whereabouts of the victims of the 1988 
prison killings amounts in each case to enforced disappearance, which is a crime under 
international law.  
 
Sgd `mfthrg `mc chrsqdrr b`trdc sn sgd e`lhkhdr ax sgd `tsgnqhshdr­ cdbhrhnmr sn enqbhakx
disappear and secretly execute their loved ones, to conceal the truth about the whereabouts of 
their remains, and to desecrate and otherwise damage their mass graves constitute a form of 
torture or other cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment against the families.  
 
Amnesty International and Justice for Iran call on the Iranian authorities to immediately stop 
the destruction of the mass grave sites containing the remains of the victims of the 1988 
prison killings and ensure that they are preserved and protected as recognized crime scenes 
until proper, independent forensic investigations can be carried out to determine the identity 
of the remains and the circumstances of what happened. Those responsible for extrajudicial 
executions and enforced disappearances must be brought to justice in fair proceedings 
without recourse to the death penalty. 
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2. METHODOLOGY  

For this report, Amnesty International and Justice for Iran conducted research into seven 
confirmed or credibly suspected mass grave sites that have been desecrated and otherwise 
damaged.  
 
The organizations selected these locations because they were able to obtain detailed 
information about both the burial of victims of the 1988 prison killings in these areas and 
destructive actions taken by the Iranian authorities there, including reliable first -hand 
testimonies, photo and video evidence, and satellite imagery. The choices also reflect the 
efforts the organizations made to identify sites in different areas of the country, spanning from 
Gilan province in the north to Khuzestan province in the south and from East Azerbaijan and 
Kurdistan provinces in the west to Khorasan Razavi province in the east. 
 
Between November 2015 and January 2018, Amnesty International and Justice for Iran 
interviewed, separately or together, 28 former prisoners and 23 family members of prisoners. 
They provided information about the manner in which the authorities planned and carried out 
the mass killings of 1988 and  concealed the fate and whereabouts of the victims as well as 
the sequences of events leading to the discovery of the mass graves and the destruction and 
damage that has since been inflicted on them. In addition, the organizations interviewed 13 
other individuals, including human rights defenders and eyewitnesses, who provided first-hand 
testimonies about the burial of victims in mass graves and the destruction that the mass 
graves have since faced. Some of the interviews were conducted in person while others were 
done remotely through messaging applications. 
 
Neither organization is able to conduct research on the ground in Iran due to the ausgnqhshdr­
refusal to allow them access. However, they managed to obtain satellite imagery, video footage 
and photographs that provided compelling visual evidence of the destructive actions taken by 
the authorities at the confirmed or suspected mass grave sites and enabled the organizations 
to establish a timeline of events. They obtained satellite imagery from Google Earth. The 
earliest image included in this report that indicates efforts by the authorities to destroy a mass 
grave site dates back to 2008 a nd concerns the suspected mass grave site in Tazeh Abad 
cemetery in Rasht, Gilan province.  
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3. BACKGROUND  

The mass extrajudicial executions of 1988 began shortly after the end of Iran-Iraq war and an 
unsuccessful armed incursion in July that year by the then Iraq-based Odnokd­r Lni`gdchm
Organization of Iran, a banned opposition group which advocates the overthrow of the Islamic 
Republic. Prisoners from across the country were made incommunicado, with no news of them 
heard for months afterwards. Reports circulated among relatives that prisoners were being 
executed in groups and buried in unmarked mass graves. Distraught family members searched 
the cemeteries for signs of freshly dug trenches. Most remain missing to this date.  

 
From late 1988 onwards, families were verbally informed by judicial authorities or prison 
officials that their relatives had been killed but the bodies were not returned and most 
locations of burial were not disclosed. In cases where the location was revealed, the officials  
tormented the families by colloquially referring to the burial site `r ®c`lmdc k`mc¯ 'k`­m`s
abad) and describing those killed `r ®ntsk`vr¯ vgn chc mns cdrdqud ` oqnodq atqh`k nq
tombstone. 
 
Most of those executed were serving lengthy prison sentences, often imposed for the peaceful 
exercise of their rights, including undertaking activities such as distributing newspapers and 
leaflets, taking part in peaceful anti -government demonstrations, and having real or perceived 
affiliations with various political oppos ition groups. Some had been released several years 
earlier and then re-arrested in the weeks leading to the killings. Others had already completed 
their sentences but had not been released because they refused to make statements of 
®qdodms`mbd¯- 
 
Today, it is still not known exactly how many victims were extrajudicially executed and 
precisely where the victims were buried in secret. However, minimum estimates by human 
rights organizations of the number of those killed between late July and early September 1988  
range from 4,000  to 5,000 . To date, no Iranian official has been investigated or brought to 
justice for any of the extrajudicial executions. Some of the alleged perpetrators continue to 
hold political office or other influential positions, including in the judiciary and Ministry of 
Justice. 
 
Human rights defenders seeking truth, justice and reparation, including relatives of victims , 
have faced persecution by the authorities. Families have also suffered persistent persecution 
and harassment at the hands of security and intelligence officials for  holding commemorative 
gatherings or decorating mass grave sites with memorial messages.  
 
The persecution has intensified since 2016 in response to revived calls for an inquiry into the 
1988 killings. This w as triggered by the release in August 2016 of an audio recording of a 
meeting in 1988 in which senior officials are heard discussing and defending details of their 
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plans to carry out mass executions.1 The release of the audio recording triggered a chain of 
unprecedented reactions from high-level officials, leading them to admit for the first time that 
the mass killings of 1988 were planned at the highest levels of the establishment.2  

                                                                                                                                                       

1 The audio file is available on the Soundcloud page of Radio Zamaneh: soundcloud.com/radiozamaneh/yakydru8jded 
(in Persian). 
2 Deutsche Welle Persian, ®The reaction of authorities and public figures in Iran to the  release of Ayatollah 
Lnms`y`qh­r `tchn ehkd,̄ 14 August 2016, bit.ly/2tfxqSl    

file:///C:/Users/ipereira/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/3OICL37C/soundcloud.com/radiozamaneh/yakydru8jded
file:///C:/Users/raha.bahreini/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/PTA58GG0/bit.ly/2tfxqSl
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4. MASS GRAVE SITES IN 
PERIL  

Based on information provided by family members of victims, human rights defenders, 
Persian-language media outlets and political opposition groups, Justice for Iran estimates that 
there may be more than 120 locations across Iran that contain the remains of victims of the 
1988 prison killings.  Many grave sites are located in deserted areas inside or in the vicinity of 
cemeteries; during the 1980s, it was the established practice of the judicial  authorities and 
security officials to bury the bodies of prisoners executed for political reasons in such areas, 
which they colloquially referred to `r ®c`lmdc k`mc¯ 'k`­m`s `a`c).  
 
Amnesty International and Justice for Iran have examined the situation of seven confirmed or 
suspected containing mass grave sites. Their research reveals that the Iranian authorities have 
engaged in a number of actions between 2003  and 2017  to desecrate and otherwise damage 
the sites. They include: bulldozing, hiding the mass graves beneath new, individual burial 
plots; constructing concrete slabs, buildings or roads over the mass graves; and turning the 
mass grave sites into rubbish dumps. In at least three cases, the authorities appear to be 
planning actions that would further damage the mass graves.  
 
Amnesty International and Justice for Iran are not able to identify which particular authority  
is responsible for ordering or authorizing the destruction of the mass grave sites. The 
management of cemeteries generally rests with municipal authorities in Iran. However, given 
the political  sensitivity of the sites that are believed to contain mass graves of victims of the 
1988 prison killings  and the fact that they are regularly patrolled by security and intelligence 
officials and kept under close surveillance, Amnesty International and Justice for Iran assume 
that j udicial officials and intelligence and security bodies are likely to be involved in some way 
in the decision-making processes related to their maintenance or destruction.  
 

4.1 AHVAZ  

In Ahvaz, officials did not hide the location of the mass graves used after the enforced 
disappearance and execution of over 44 prisoners who were held for politically motivated 
reasons in the city­rKaroun prison. Families have said that several Revolutionary Guards 
officials  took them to a barren piece of land 3km east of Behesht Abad cemetery in Ahvaz in 
November 1988, showed them a concrete slab, and said that the executed prisoners were 
buried beneath it .3 An eyewitness interviewed by Justice for Iran has corroborated this version 
of events saying that he saw bodies being dumped at night into freshly dug trenches in early 

                                                                                                                                                       

3 The coordinates of this location are 31.282912, 48.701327.  
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August 1988 .4 Families believe that the authorities poured concrete over the mass grave 
immediately after the burial  in order to prevent families from digging up the ground and 
recovering the bodies of their loved ones.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the years that followed, the authorities repeatedly desecrated the site, including by turning 
it into a rubbish d ump, and forbade the families from decorating it with memorial messages 
and holding commemorative gatherings there. Pictures taken at the site in 2011 show piles of 
rubbish through which the families had to walk in order to visit the resting place of their  loved 
ones. 
 
In May 2017, Amnesty International and Justice for Iran obtained video evidence which 
showed bulldozers working on a construction project directly alongside the mass grave site, as 
well as piles of dirt and construction debris surrounding the grave. The Iranian authorities 
have made no official announcements about the site. However, according to the testimony of a 
family member who visited the site and talked to a construction worker, the plan is to widen 
the road running alongside the mass grave site and then remove the concrete covering the 
knb`shnm ne sgd fq`udr sn bkd`q sgd `qd` enq ` ®fqddm ro`bd¯ nq bnlldqbh`k cdudknoldms-5  
 
In Septemer 2017, the two organizations obtained new footage which showed the site was 
gradually being buried beneath massive piles of construction waste and was, therefore, under 
increasing threat.6  

                                                                                                                                                       

4 Interview conducted in person in Turkey in April 2017.   
5 Amnesty International, Iran: Desecrating mass grave site would destroy crucial forensic evidence (Press release, 1 June 
2017), https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/iran-desecrating-mass-grave-site-would-destroy-crucial-forensic-
evidence/; Amnesty International, Iran: Campaign to stop destruction of mass grave of those killed in 1988 prison 
massacre (Press release, 4 September 2017), https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/iran-campaign-to-stop-
destruction-of-mass-grave-of-those-killed-in-1988-prison-massacre/  
6 The video footage was used in the following video that Amnesty International and Justice for Iran jointly released in 
September 2017:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DmP3zQjFGuo  

 The site of a mass grave in a barren piece of land 3km east of Behesht Abad cemetery in Ahvaz. 
The location of the remains is believed to be beneath the concrete slab in the foreground.  
© Human Rights Activists News Agency, 2011  

 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/iran-desecrating-mass-grave-site-would-destroy-crucial-forensic-evidence/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/iran-desecrating-mass-grave-site-would-destroy-crucial-forensic-evidence/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/iran-campaign-to-stop-destruction-of-mass-grave-of-those-killed-in-1988-prison-massacre/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/iran-campaign-to-stop-destruction-of-mass-grave-of-those-killed-in-1988-prison-massacre/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DmP3zQjFGuo
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4.2 MASHHAD  

@bbnqchmf sn sgd uhbshlr­ e`lhkhdr+ sgdqd `qd sgqddmass grave sites located on the outskirts of 
Behesht Reza cemetery near Mashhad, Khorasan Razavi province, and they contain the 
remains of, in total, at least 170 prisoners, including prisoners of conscience, who were held 
hm L`rgg`c­r U`jhk @a`c oqhrnm+ adenqd being forcibly disappeared in late July 1988, and then 
killed in secret.7 One of the three sites is reported to be located in the southern corner of the 
cemetery, another in its south-eastern corner and a third on its eastern side (see map below).  

Victimr­ e`lhkhdr snkcAmnesty International and Justice for Iran that, in August 1988 , 
cemetery dloknxddr `mc neehbh`kr hm L`rgg`c­r Qdunktshnm`qx Bntqs hmenqldc sgdl tmneehbh`kkx
that the bodies of their loved ones had been dumped into three trenches immediately after the 
killings. This information was consistent with the observations of eyewitnesses who visited the 
cemetery in August 1988, and noticed areas of disturbed earth, raised mounds and a few 
body parts protruding from the ground in the plots of land believed to hold the mass graves. 
The eyewitnesses were in the area in order to visit the individual graves of relatives who had 
been executed in the early 1980s and buried in nearby locations.  

                                                                                                                                                       

7 The coordinates of the three locations are as follows: 36.167388, 59.705309; and 36.170052, 59.703674. See 
below for a satellite image of the area obtained from Google Maps.  
  

 Piles of rubbish at the mass grave site in Ahvaz. © Human Rights Activists News Agency, 2011  
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Over the past three decades, the Iranian authorities have deployed various abusive techniques 
in order to prevent families from holding commemorative gatherings or decorating these mass 
grave sites with memorial messages. Amnesty International and Justice for Iran understand 
that they have consistently destroyed the memorial signs and stones erected by the families, 
installed security cameras in the area to instil  fear, and occasionally directed water over the 
mass grave sites to create flooding.   

Since 2016, the authorities have subjected two out of the three sites to further destruction. 
Satellite images obtained by Amnesty International and Justice for Iran indicate that , between 
July and August 2016, a construction project started at the mass grave site located in the 
southern corner of the cemetery. Images of the area from 7 August 2017 show that the 
construction work had progressed significantly, covering a major area of the mass grave site 
beneath new structures. Amnesty International and Justice for Iran are deeply concerned that, 
if the construction continues at this pace, all traces of the mass grave site will soon be hidden 
from public view and vital evidence that could one day be used to shed light on the number 
and identity of those forcibly disappeared and killed in state custody will be lost.  

 The yellow circles indicate the reported locations of three mass grave sites on the edges of Behesht Reza 
cemetery in Mashhad: (clockwise from top) on its eastern side, in its south-eastern corner and in its southern 
corner. © Map data: Google, DigitalGlobe, 2017  
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The reported mass grave site located in the south-eastern corner ne L`rgg`c­r Adgdrgs Qdy`
cemetery has similarly faced destruction. This site covers a large area of land and the exact 
location of the mass graves there remains unclear. Different families with whom Justice for 
Iran and Amnesty International have talked identified different parts of the area as the likely 
location of the mass grave of their loved ones.  

 This satellite image is from 12 July 201 6 and shows the state of the reported mass grave site in the southern 
corner of Behesht Reza cemetery before the start of construction works. © Map data: Google, DigitalGlobe, 
2017  

 This satellite image is from 7 August 201 6 when construction work first began on the reported mass grave 
site located in the southern corner of Behesht Reza cemetery. © Map data: Google, DigitalGlobe, 2017  

 This satellite image is from 27 August 2017 and shows newly constructed structures on the reported mass 
grave site located in the southern corner of Behesht Reza cemetery. © Map data: Google, DigitalGlobe, 2017  
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In March 2017 , one part of this area which was previously flat was partly covered with 
mounds of soil, as seen in the picture below. Eyewitnesses have since told Amnesty 
International and Justice for Iran that the authorities are constructing new burial plots over the 
site.  

Satellite images obtained by Amnesty International and Justice for Iran show that, between 
April 2016  and July 2017 , another part of this area also underwent a major visible change. 
The last available satellite image from 27 July 2017 shows that this area has been covered 
with what appear to be new burial plots.8  

                                                                                                                                                       

8 Based on satellite images and eyewitness testimonies obtained by Justice for Iran and Amnesty International, it appears that the area that 

families said was covered by mounds of soil in March 2017 is different from the area which, according to available satellite images, 
underwent a major visible change in July 2016 and was subsequently covered with new burial plots in July 2017 (see below). According to 
families, the first area was not subjected to soil dumping until early 2017.  
 

 This satellite image is from 24 April 2016 and shows the state of the reported mass grave site in the south-
eastern corner of Behesht Reza cemetery before work began. © Map data: Google, DigitalGlobe, 2017  

 Mounds of soil covering parts of the mass grave site located in the south-eastern corner of Behesht Reza 
cemetery, confirming eyewitness reports from March 2017. © Justice for Iran, 2017   
































