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Introduction
Throughout the 1980s, the Iranian authorities arbitrarily detained, tortured, disappeared and killed
thousands of people for their political opinions or religious beliefs. The killing spree reached horrific levels
in August and September 1988 when the authorities implemented a plan to systematically liquidate political
prisoners across the country. In just a few weeks, an estimated 5,000 political prisoners were rendered
incommunicado, executed in secret and without trial, and dumped in unmarked individual and mass graves.
The victims’ families were kept in the dark about the fate of their loved ones. From late 1988 onwards, the
authorities informed the families that their relatives had been executed, although the timing and details
differed depending on the city. However, the authorities never returned the bodies for proper burial. Nor
did they provide any concrete information about the circumstances of or reasons for the executions or the
place of burial.
Thee decades later, there is still little information about the number and location of these graves. Existing
research has identified at least 74 potential mass grave locations across Iran.1 As of today, Justice for Iran
has been able to confirm the locations of 10 mass graves. The organization is continuing with its efforts to
independently research and obtain information about other suspected mass graves (See Annex 1).
This submission discusses the state of four mass graves and the extremes to which the Iranian authorities
have gone to destroy them. These graves are in or near Mashhad’s Behesht Reza Cemetery in north-eastern
Khorasan province, Rasht’s Tazeh Abad Cemetery in northern Gilan province, Ahwaz’s Behesht Abad
Cemetery in southern Khouzestan province, and Khavaran in south-east of capital city, Tehran.
Shocking techniques deployed to conceal evidence of mass graves include:






repeated bulldozing;
turning the sites of mass graves into stinking and unsightly garbage dumps;
hiding the location of mass graves beneath new, individual burial spots;
pouring concrete over mass graves; and
forbidding families and members of the public from dignifying the sites of mass graves, including
through erecting monuments and gravestones or adorning the sites with flowers, pictures, plaques
and loving messages.

In addition to destroying the physical evidence of mass graves, the Iranian authorities have adopted various
practices to erase all trace of the mass extra-judicial executions and suppress the truth, including the exact
number and political identity of the victims and the identity of perpetrators.
The authorities have excluded the names of those executed in 1988 from public death and burial records.
Justice for Iran’s research shows that this practice was also applied to many people executed in the early
1980s. In Tehran, the families of some of the 1988 execution victims have repeatedly requested access to
the death and burial records maintained by Behesht Zahra Organization, which is legally responsible for
collecting such data. The organization has refused to supply any information in writing. On some occasions,
staff have informed the families verbally that their relatives are buried in Khavaran.
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These locations are scattered across 21 provinces and 40 cities. Twenty-nine of the suspected mass graves are apparently in the
outskirts of cemeteries and areas that were, at the time of the massacre in 1988, disused and away from frequently visited areas.
However, in many cases, with the passage of years and as the cemeteries have become more populous, the distance between the
individual cemetery plots and the mass graves in the outskirts has apparently decreased or in some cases completely disappeared.
Other sites of suspected mass graves have been identified in the deserted outskirts of cities and in forests, gardens, recreational
centers and prison courtyards. See Annex 1.
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The authorities have also misrepresented the cause of death on victims’ death certificates. Justice for Iran
has obtained copies of 18 death certificates. Only three of them mention ‘execution’ or ‘hanging’ as the
cause of death. In three of the death certificates, the cause of death has been left blank. The remaining 12
death certificates all misrepresent the cause of the death of prisoners executed in 1980s. Three of the
certificates cite “death” (fo’t) as the cause of death; four refer to “death by natural causes” (marg-e tabiee);
and three attribute death to illness such as bleeding or stroke. One certificate claims that the executed
political prisoner died of “a car accident” and one mentions “natural causes in his house” as the cause of
death.
Many families have told Justice for Iran that due to such deliberate misrepresentations, they have never
applied for a death certificate. Others said that because of various legal and administrative needs, they had
to apply and accept the misinformation.
1.

Mashhad

Mashhad’s Vakil Abad Prison went into lockdown on a few days after Iran accepted UN Resolution 598,
which called for an immediate ceasefire in the war between Iran and Iraq. In the weeks and months that
followed, family members who visited the prison were given false information. Some were told that their
loved ones had been transferred to other prisons and would return. Others were told that their relatives
had been sent to an island where drug addicts were held. A few were told that their loved ones had been
released and had decided to move overseas.
The uncertainty about the fate and whereabouts of political prisoners in Vakil Abad Prison continued for
about five months. From around January 1989, the authorities began telling the families that their loved
ones had been executed. For some families, the grueling waiting game continued until March 1989. No
belongings or last wills are known to have been given.
According to a list put together by A former political prisoner, at least 170 political prisoners were executed
in Vakil Abad Prison in the summer of 1988. At least 15 of the executed prisoners were under 18 years of
age at the time of their arrest.
After learning of the executions, the bereaved families went to numerous government offices, including the
Office of the Prosecutor and the Revolutionary Courts, to claim the bodies or at least find out where they
were buried. Many families were turned away without receiving any information about where the executed
prisoners were buried. They were simply told that their relatives were “outlaws” who were not entitled to
a ritual burial or a proper gravesite. However, a few families have said that officials working in Mashhad’s
Revolutionary Court told them that there were three freshly dug ditches at the site known as La’nat Abad
(place of the damned) in Mashhad’s Behesht Reza Cemetery and their executed relatives had been dumped
in them.
This revelation confirmed rumors that had circulated since early August 1988 about the burial of executed
prisoners in mass graves. These rumors had spread after a man working for the city had been informally
told by colleagues employed in the washing room of Behesht Reza Cemetery that they had identified his
sons among the bodies of executed prisoners brought from Vakil Abad Prison. The cemetery workers had
apparently told their colleague that officials had secretly dug canals on the edge of the cemetery, and
dumped scores of bodies in them.
This information was consistent with observations of families who visited weekly that section of Behesht
Reza Cemetery where executed political prisoners were buried in the early 1980s. In August 1988, these
families had noticed areas of disturbed earth near the gravesites of their relatives, and saw a few body parts
protruding from the ground.

2

A site of mass grave near Mashhad’s Behesht Reza Cemetery where the victims of 1988 executions are
believed to be buried @Justice for Iran
Justice for Iran’s research indicates that for the first years after the 1988 mass executions, security and
intelligence officials rigorously guarded the site of mass grave in Behesht Reza Cemetery. They put barbed
wire around it, prevented families from approaching the area and destroyed flowers and memorials
brought by them. As a result, many families held mourning gatherings at the individual gravesites of political
prisoners executed in the early 1980s. The organization’s research also suggests that the authorities
bulldozed the site and regularly streamed water through it to make it inaccessible.
2.

Ahwaz

Ahwaz’s Fajr Prison went into full lockdown on 28 or 29 July 1988. The information collected by Justice for
Iran and other human rights groups indicates that after the lockdown, prison officials sorted the prisoners
based on their religious beliefs and political affiliations. They ushered the majority of leftist prisoners, both
men and women, onto a bus headed for Dastgerd Prison in Esfahan province, central Iran. Prisoners with
real or perceived allegiance to the PMOI were transferred to a golf club on the road between Ahwaz and
Mahshahr, and subsequently executed by firing squad.
The families were kept in the dark until about November 1988. Then the Revolutionary Guards told them
that they should send a distant relative to their office to receive information about the prisoner. Cruelly,
the Revolutionary Guards said that the relative should bring food, raising false hope that the prisoner was
still alive. When the relatives arrived, they were informed that their loved ones had been executed.
Survivors from Fajr Prison estimate that between 30-40 political prisoners were killed by firing squad.
In Ahwaz, unlike other cities, officials did not hide the location of the mass graves used after the executions.
They took the families to barren land 3km east of Behesht Abad Cemetery, showed them a box-shaped
concrete structure, and said that the executed prisoners were buried under it. Individuals interviewed by
Justice for Iran said that when giving this information, the officials relied on a hand-drawn map. The
information provided suggested that women political prisoners were buried under the middle of the
concrete structure and the men prisoners under the ends of it.
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Right: A site of mass grave outside Ahwaz’s
Behesht Abad Cemetery where the victims
of 1988 executions are believed to be
buried @Justice for Iran

Left: A site of mass grave outside
Ahwaz’s Behesht Abad Cemetery
which is in a state of severe
disarray and littered with
construction debris, waste and
mud @HRANA

Justice for Iran located a witness - Yisa Baziar - who said that he saw the disposal of bodies into the mass
graves in early August 1988. He was 10 or 11 years old in 1988, and his father was a security guard for a
block of buildings outside Behesht Abad Cemetery near the mass graves. That summer Yisa slept on the
buildings’ rooftops. He told Justice for Iran:
“For several nights, I saw white ambulances or trucks coming to the area with a loader. I saw men who dig
the ground with the loader, unloaded some white bags from the ambulance or the truck into the hole they
dug and then quickly covered it again with the earth they had dug out. I didn’t know what they buried. After
a while, I asked my father what these nightly motions and noises were about. My father said that these were
the bodies of people who had been executed.”
Currently, the site of the mass graves outside Behesht Abad Cemetery is in a state of severe disarray.
Littered with construction waste, debris and mud, it is a wretched landscape in which the execution victims
are hidden from public view, stripped of humanity and denied dignity even in death. The stretch of land
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containing the mass graves is sandwiched between housing developments on one side and a large hill of
garbage and construction debris on the other. Families who visit must first climb over the hill of trash and
walk through pools of muddy rainwater as there is no drainage system.
Over the years, the families of the executed prisoners have been repeatedly warned against placing
headstones or other markers to memorialize their loved ones, or even writing their names on the concrete
structure.
3.

Rasht

The mass execution of political prisoners in Rasht’s prison in northern Gilan province was similarly carried
out in secret, and the families were denied information about the fate and whereabouts of their loved ones
for several months. The exact number of political prisoners executed in Rasht’s prison is not known.
Survivors estimate that around 120 male and 20 female political prisoners were hanged. Some of the
prisoners were under 18 years of age at the time of arrest.
In Rasht, officials ignored families’ inquiries, refuting the existence of burial sites. However, information
emerged that the bodies were in mass graves in a remote area of Rasht’s Tazeh Abad Cemetery, also
referred to as La’nat Abad by the authorities and the burial site of political prisoners executed in the early
1980s.
The information was found out by families who had contacts among cemetery workers. It was consistent
with changes that families of political prisoners executed in the early 1980s had noticed in the landscape
near where their relatives were buried. It seems that from around late July/early August 1988, the families
noticed trenches being dug near the area.
Justice for Iran’s research shows that since 2010, the Iranian authorities have hidden the mass graves
beneath new, individual graves constructed and sold as new burial plots. As a result, the mass graves at
Tazeh Abad Cemetery have been removed from public view.

A site of mass
grave
in
a
remote area of
Rasht’s
Tazeh
Abad Cemetery
which is being
destroyed with
the
construction of
new burial spots
@Justice for Iran
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The Iranian authorities have hidden the
site of mass grave belonging to the
victims of 1988 executions in Rasht’s
Tazeh Abad Cemetery beneath new burial
plots @Akhbar-e-Rooz

Today, the existence off the mass grave is known only to families and survivors who had visited the site
prior to its obliteration. The owners of the new burial plots appear not to have been told the history of the
land.
Justice for Iran is continuing with its efforts to find information about the bodies buried at Tazeh Abad
Cemetery. Some people suspect that the authorities have secretly dug up, transported and scattered the
remains in other mass graves. Others believe that the authorities have deepened the mass graves and built
the new graves on top. Both scenarios raise fears that the remains have become too fragmented and
degraded to piece together a full account of past loss.
4.

Tehran

Survivors from Gohardasht Prison mark 29 July 1988 as the date when prisoners were cut off from the
outside world. Former prisoners at Evin Prison recall similar changes after a sermon on 5 August by the
head of Iran’s Judiciary, Ayatollah Mousavi Ardebil. 2
By around early October, visits resumed in Evin and Gohardasht prisons. When families arrived, they were
given bags that the authorities said contained the belongings of their dead relative. Some families received
calls telling them to go to an Islamic Revolutionary Committee office to receive news about their imprisoned
relatives. There they were informed that their loved ones had been executed and asked to sign a pledge
that they would not hold a memorial ceremony.
Families learned in late November or early December 1988 that their executed prisoners were buried in
Khavaran, which is a deserted terrain of approximately 8,600 square meters located about 15km south-east
of Tehran.3 This was after a visit to Khavaran where they noticed body parts and torn pieces of clothing
protruding from the ground. The families dug up the ground with their bare hands and unearthed several
corpses in what appeared to be a mass grave. As they were doing this, security forces arrived. They beat
the families and forced them out of the cemetery. They then poured concrete over the soil to prevent the
families from digging the ground and accessing the corpses. However, pieces of clothing were caught in the
dried concrete, providing evidence that bodies were buried there.
2

Iran Human Rights Documentation Centre, Deadly Fatwa: Iran's 1988 Prison Massacre, supra note 13, pp. 15-16.
Among these 12 men were Kiomars Zarshenas and Saeed Azaranj from the Tudeh Party, Mahmoud Honari and Rahim Hatefi from
the Iranian Communist Party, and Faramarz Soufi from the Majority Faction of the People's Fadaiyan Organization of Iran.
3
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Khavaran mass grave near Tehran where some of
the victims of 1988 executions are believed to be
buried. @Justice for Iran

Since the 1980s, Khavaran has become the
symbolic gravesite for the mass extra-judicial
executions of 1988. Every year, many families and
survivors try to gather there to commemorate
their loved ones. However, the authorities often
stop families from holding gatherings at Khavaran
and from placing flowers and pictures at the mass
gravesite.
Over the years, the Iranian authorities have also
subjected Khavaran to repeated destruction,
including by bulldozing. The latest round of
destruction was in January 2009 when numerous
ad hoc grave markings made by the families of
some of those executed in 1988 were destroyed by
bulldozer. The site was then partially covered by
soil, and trees were planted. This prompted
widespread concern that the authorities were
seeking to destroy evidence of their human rights
violations.
Amnesty International issued a statement on 20 January 2009, calling on the Iranian authorities to
“immediately stop the destruction of hundreds of individual and mass, unmarked graves in Khavaran.” The
organization warned that “these actions are aimed at… depriving the families of the victims of the 1988
killings of their right to truth, justice and reparation.” 4 In response, the spokesperson of the Judiciary,
Alireza Jamshidi, said at a press conference on 26 January 2009 that he had no information regarding the
destructive actions reported.

4

Amnesty International, “Iran: Preserve the Khavaran grave site for investigation into mass killings”, 20 January 2009, Index number:
MDE 13/006/2009, at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE13/006/2009/en/ (accessed 13 March 2016).
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Recommendations
Justice for Iran urges the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances to transmit the
concerns raised in this submission to the Iranian authorities, and call on them to:


Immediately stop the degradation and destruction of the mass graves in Mashhad’s Behesht Reza
Cemetery; Rasht’s Tazeh Abad Cemetery; Ahwaz’s Behesht Abad Cemetery; Tehran’s Khavaran
site; and all other suspected mass grave sites;



Reveal where the victims of the 1988 mass executions were buried and initiate a forensic
investigation, with the help of independent, international forensics experts and following
meaningful consultation with all affected communities, in order to establish the number and
identity of people buried in mass graves as part of a long-overdue thorough, independent and
impartial investigation into the 1988 mass executions;



Ensure that identified bodies are returned to families for proper burial;



Facilitate an unfettered visit by the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances
to the country, including full access to both verified and suspected grave sites, including those in
Tehran’s Khavaran, Mashhad’s Behesht Reza Cemetery, Rasht’s Tazeh Abad Cemetery, and
Ahwaz’s Behesht Abad Cemetery;



Cease the abuse and harassment of individuals and groups, including families and human rights
defenders, who seek truth, justice and reparation for the 1988 mass executions;



Take effective measures (including law reform) to investigate and, where there is sufficient
admissible evidence, prosecute those responsible for extrajudicial executions and enforced
disappearances committed during the summer of 1988, and ensure that those who may have
perpetrated crimes under international law are not granted amnesties or other measures to
maintain impunity; and



Ratify the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance
at the earliest opportunity, the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court and the
Agreement on Privileges and Immunities of the International Criminal Court, incorporate their
provisions into domestic law and implement them in policy and practice.
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Annex 1 – Map of potential mass graves in Iran
Justice for Iran’s primary research suggests that there are at least 74 mass grave locations in Iran. These are
scattered across 40 cities or villages and 21 provinces. The red signs indicate suspected mass graves and
the blue signs highlight mass graves that Justice for Iran has been able to confirm.
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Annex 2 – Details of mass graves identified and confirmed by Justice for Iran
Province
1

Tehran

City/District/
Village
Tehran

Title of Location

Latitude and Longitude

Current situation

Khavaran

35.556106, 51.573671 &
35.556210, 51.572860

A barren land; subjected to repeated destruction,
including bulldozing; families prevented from planting
flowers or placing any memorial stones.

2

Alborz

Karaj

Behesht Sakineh
Cemetery

35.893079, 50.880530

A cemented surface; since 2014, families have been
allowed to put signs bearing the names of victims.

3

Khuzestan

Ahwaz

Lanat Abad (the
place of damned)

31.283097, 48.700972

A stretch of barren land sandwiched between
housing developments on one side and a large hill of
garbage and construction debris on the other; families
must climb over the hill of trash and walk through
pools of muddy.

4

Khuzestan

Masjid
Soleyman

Talbozan

31.986094, 49.371200

Remains intact.

5

Khorasan
Razavi

Mashad

Behesht Reza
Cemetery

36.167730, 59.706280 &
36.169124, 59.704649

A barren land hidden from public view; for several
years after the 1988 executions, authorities bulldozed
the site and regularly streamed water through it to
make it inaccessible.
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6

Gilan

Rasht

Tazeh Abad
Cemetery

37.283946, 49.621484

Since 2010, authorities have hidden the mass graves
beneath new, individual graves constructed and sold
as new burial plots.
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Gilan

Rudsar

Previous Fruit and
Vegetable market

37.153422, 50.287474

Municipal authorities have started a construction
operation
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Gilan

Bandar Anzali

Laleh-zaar
Cemetery

37.479971, 49.441141

Remains intact
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Gilan

Lahijan

Agha Seyyed
Morteza
Cemetery

37.207982, 49.994359

Remains intact

1
0

Kurdistan

Sannadaj

Revolutionary
Court

35.307653, 46.999034

Due to a road construction, it has become a part of
the street.
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