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Introduction
While Iraq is still trying to reconstruct what has been destroyed by wars and long years
of blockade, providing basic services is continuing to decline. The population lacks
access to clean water, electricity and other services amid widespread corruption at the
state’s institutions with high unemployment and poverty rates.
According to Transparency International’s report of 2018, Iraq ranked 168 out of 180
countries in the Corruption Perceptions index (CPI) and got 18 points out of 100 in the
list of the most corrupt countries (getting 100 points means that the state is free of corruption), which is a serious indicator of the country’s collapse.
The state has been experiencing a major crisis in the electricity sector since 2003.
Despite billions spent on this sector (estimated at $40 billion), electricity has not witnessed any improvement. On the contrary, services provided, especially in the summer,
got worse, reaching 20 hours of electricity cuts a day. Thus, power improvement is the
most popular demand of the protesters.
The country suffers from a serious decline in the water supply as the flow of the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers declined. Moreover, the central and southern governorates of the
country complain about the contamination of drinking water.
The unemployment rate among young people aged 15-24 in 2016 was 22.7%, according
to the Central Bureau of Statistics of the Iraqi Ministry of Planning due to the suspension of many economic projects during the last decade, which severely reflected the
job market.
Hence, the high unemployment rate led to a rise in crime, suicide, drug abuse, and
joining armed groups rates. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights, the lack of jobs and the accumulation of social problems resulted in
274 suicides in 2019.
On the other hand, Iraqis have suffered in recent years from a clear restriction of public,
political, and social freedoms. According to Freedom House, US-based NGO, Iraq ranks
32 among the countries that are not free globally, which means that the country lacks
the minimum indicators of political and social freedoms.
All of this paved the way for the outbreak of a large wave of protests in the center of
the Iraqi capital, Baghdad, and southern cities in October. The demonstrators demanded reforms, job opportunities and fighting corruption that has invaded governmental
institutions.
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In this report, the Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor provides a legal framework for the Iraqi authorities’ practices against peaceful protesters in accordance with
the Iraqi national law as well as international laws and treaties. The report highlights
the major violations that Iraqi protesters are still subjected to by documenting a number of testimonies of victims of attacks as well as by eyewitnesses.

Background

The Iraqi protests broke out on 1 October 2019 to protest the economic dire conditions
that the country is experiencing as a result of widespread corruption, lack of services,
poverty, and unemployment.
The demonstrations were peaceful as the movement started spontaneously without interference from any political or religious party. Slogans of the protesters in the streets
expressed their demands at gatherings, denouncing the restriction of their rights and
freedoms, especially since the state has the second-largest oil reserves in the world, but
these utilities are not well-used to improve the economic and social conditions in the
country.
The first wave of protests started in Tahrir Square in Baghdad, where more than a thousand people participated. On the following day, the protests spread to the rest of the
provinces of southern Iraq with the participation of thousands of Iraqis, mostly young
people.
With the expansion of the demonstrations, some parties tried to disperse them by
spreading violence. The police also tried to disperse the crowds using water cannons,
tear gas, and rubber bullets as well as live bullets and sound bombs.
As a way to suppress these protests, riot police fired live bullets on protesters in both
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Baghdad Governorate and the cities of Nasiriyah and Najaf, south of Baghdad. The authorities imposed a curfew in all cities where the protests took place, banning social
networking sites and cutting internet services off throughout the country except in the
Kurdistan region to cover up protests and violence directed against the crowds.
The protesters defied the authorities’ decision to impose curfews. They escalated, resulting in violent confrontations between the police and protesters, during which security forces used live bullets and machine guns installed on military vehicles. Protesters closed the streets to prevent security forces from penetrating into the crowds and
burned tires in front of several governmental headquarters in several cities such as Basra, Najaf, Wasit, Babil, and Maysan.
On the fourth day of the protests, security forces noted that a third-party is responsible
for the indiscriminate killings of protesters and accused unknown snipers of firing at
both the protesters and the police in a plan to spread out chaos and violence.
The escalation continued and confrontations intensified between the youths and the
police in Tahrir Square due to the shootings at the crowds who continued to wave Iraqi
flags. Meanwhile, tear gas canisters were fired at them, and dozens of Toktoks made
their way through the crowds to transport the injured to hospitals.
As a result, and with the aim to stop the protests, the Iraqi government announced measures to create job opportunities, affordable housing projects, and eradicate corruption,
but these statements have on the contrary intensified the protests.
As a result of the escalation between protesters and security forces, more than 110 people were killed, including dozens of young men who were killed by snipers stationed on
buildings in both Baghdad and some cities in southern Iraq, which led to the intimidation of many activists and journalists and the fleeing of dozens of them from Baghdad
following receiving threatening phone calls.
As for injured protesters, security forces searched hospitals looking for inured people to
detain them, despite doctors’ statements that injured people’s health condition does
not allow them to be taken to police stations.
One week after protests broke out, Iraqi army approved the use of excessive force
against protesters in the predominantly Shi’a city of Sadr in which the reported death
toll reached 13, and Iraqi authorities closed media networks and satellite channels such
as Al-Arabiya, Al-Hadath, Free, Tigris, ANB, Today Radio, and others.
On October 8, the situation was relatively calm after the country’s top Shi’a religious authority gave the state two weeks to respond to protesters’ demands, while crowds continued to come out to the more safe areas, gathering and providing protesters with food,
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drinks, clothes and mattresses, in preparation for an escalation in case their demands
are not met. The demands included the resignation of Adel Abdul Mahdi and his government and holding new elections, makes changes to the election law, accountability and
trial of all officials, and improvement of the country’s economic and social conditions.
Although the Iraqi government formed a committee to investigate the killings of protesters, demonstrations broke out again on October 25 because the deadline given to
the authorities expired without meeting the demands of the protesters, as protests
broke out in the cities of Nasiriyah and Diwaniyah. Hundreds of protesters went out to
the streets of Baghdad. On the next day, crowds gathered near the Green Zone in Baghdad, and as a result, security forces fired tear gas canisters at them, killing two civilians.
Protests are still going on, where the Iraqi government did not adopt any real reforms
except for the resignation of Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi on November 30,
2019. This rejection of corruption was met with more repression and violence including
killings, serious injuries, and kidnappings, and resulted in many crimes which were described as serious by the European Union, as well as the presence of official parties in
this chaos by infiltrating the protesters to create a state of intimidation and chaos when
clashes break out with security forces. This aims to justify the interventions of security
forces and make it legal under the claim of maintaining public security.
Euro-Med Monitor reported, quoting Iraqi medical sources, that more than 500 people
have been killed and more than 17,000 people have been wounded since the beginning
of these anti-government protests against the political elite in Iraq.
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Violations against peaceful protesters
Violations by the Iraqi authorities against peaceful protesters varied, as Euro-Med Monitor documented the kidnappings and detentions of many civilian protesters in Baghdad,
and the rest of the central and southern governorates in the country. It documented
cases of torture and cruel treatment and recorded testimonies of eyewitnesses confirming the use of force to disperse protests.
According to statistics obtained from local and official sources, the number of arrested
and kidnapped activists has reached around 3000, the fate of most of them is still unknown.

First: Kidnappings and forcible disappearance

Government forces and armed militias have used kidnapping as a method to intimidate protesters, as authorities sought to reduce the intensity of the protests gradually to
make sure they end eventually.
On Saturday, November 2 paramedic and activist Saba al-Mahdawi, 36, was kidnapped
in Baghdad at 11:20 p.m. after returning from Tahrir Square, where she was providing
medical assistance to the wounded protesters.
Al-Mahdawi›s mother stated that she went to the Bayaa police station in Baghdad to
report the kidnapping of her daughter, but the police station refused to take the complaint on the pretext that the incident does not fall under the scope of their mandate.
On Tuesday, October 8, unidentified armed men kidnapped Lawyer Ali Gasib -29 years
old. They entered a market in Maysan Governorate and forced Ali to get out of his car
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and took him to an unknown place. Gasib is still in detention. He has been kidnapped
for more than 68 days now.
On Monday, 7 October, 52-year-old doctor Maitham Al-Helou was last seen leaving his
clinic in Baghdad in the evening. His relatives reported his disappearance on 8 October
to the local authorities but were told they were unaware of his arrest or whereabouts.
Al-Hilo remained absent until October 24, when he was released, and it is not known yet
who kidnapped him.
On 6 December 2019 at 4:00 am, 22-year-old Iraqi photographer Zaid Mohammed Abid
al-Khafaji was abducted from the doorsteps of his house in Baghdad, after returning
from Tahrir squire by four men in civilian clothes who dragged him into a black KIA car
and drove away. His family raised his case with the local authorities, who told them they
will investigate what happened.
Al-Khafaji was kidnapped for a week, until he was released on December 13, and those
who kidnapped him are still to be identified by the authorities.
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Second: Arrests

The Iraqi authorities carried out campaigns of arrests against activists supporting the
protests. These crackdowns came to silence activists and bloggers who expressed solidarity with the demonstrations on social media. The Euro-Med Monitor documented
testimonies of eyewitnesses who narrated the details of these arrests.
“On October 27, security forces arrested activist Samir Al-Faraj, because of a Facebook
post calling for civil disobedience and solidarity with the protests. A security force raided
al-Faraj’s house and took him to an unknown place,” said an eyewitness who saw what
happened to Samir Al-Faraj.
Another arrest was reported by activist and blogger Abdullah Nazim. “On October 28,
security forces raided our house in Khalidiya, and arrested my brother, Abdullah, after
posting a picture on Facebook supporting civil disobedience and protests. They threatened to expel my family from al-Khalidiya. My brother was released on October 31 with
signs of torture on his body, with his head shaved,” Nazim’s brother said.
Another eyewitness talked about the arrest of educational supervisor, Sadad Abdel Rahman: “On October 29, a security force arrested educational supervisor in the city of Hit,
Sadad Abdel Rahman, after he announced a strike at the Hit Education headquarters
in solidarity with the demonstrators, through a photo posted on his Facebook page. He
was held the Hit City intelligence headquarters,” the eyewitness said.
In another testimony, activist Ali Hashem recounted the details of his arrest, saying: “On
Wednesday November 6, unknown armed men in civilian clothes arrested me while I
was in an area about one kilometer away from Tahrir Square. They blindfold my eyes and

Iraqi Protests: An Audacity to Kill and Absent Justice

10

took me to a place to interrogate me. They started asking me about the demonstrations
and charged me with inciting the demonstrators on the bridge. They asked me about
how I was doing and who was supporting us, and they told me that they arrested me
according to an arrest warrant by the judiciary.”
“I do not know the places they took me to, because my eyes were blindfolded. I was sure
that the group that kidnapped me was a security force, and I was released seven days
later,” Hashem added.
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Third: Assassinations

Euro-Med Monitor team documented systematic assassinations of prominent activists
by unknown armed men. Euro-Med Monitor team was unable to verify their affiliation,
but opposition sources accused the government militias of being behind these ongoing
assassinations.
On November 16, activist Adnan Rustom was assassinated in Hureya area, west of Baghdad by unknown gunmen.
On November 29, masked gunmen killed activist Haider al-Lami in the central province
of Maysan to the east of the country.
On December 2, gunmen assassinated a lawyer and activist in Tahrir Square in Baghdad.
On December 8, unidentified gunmen opened fire at activist Fahim Al-Taie in the city of
Karbala, killing him on spot.
On December 11, unknown gunmen assassinated activists Ali Najm al-Lami and ‘Alaa’
Bashi al-Jizani in al-Shu’ala and Sha’ab in Baghdad.
On December 15, unknown gunmen assassinated activist Isma’el al-‘Azawi during
demonstrations in Baghdad.
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Fourth: Ill-treatment and Torture

Eyewitnesses reported detainees were tortured in various ways including beatings, using electric shocks, hanging, and other degrading and cruel ways, while others were
tortured to death or released.
“On November 25, men in a black car abducted activist Hasan al-Banna’ alHusini during
day hours in the demonstration area. After eight hours of his abduction, he was found
alive with torture marks on his body, in the isolated al-Ibrahimiya area,” an eyewitness
said.
Videos showed that al-Husini was in an ice-cream car with torture marks on his body
while was telling his father: “I am not afraid. I feel cold and I just want to sleep.”
“On December 4, militants abducted activist Zahraa’ ‘Ali Salman for 8-10 hours. Then
they threw her body on a street in al-Sadr area,” another eyewitness said.
He added: “Zahraa’ was transferred to the hospital. One of the doctors affirmed that she
was subjected to beatings by metals for seven hours, resulting in her bones broken, and
she was electroshocked.”
Ali Nejm, a demonstrator from Dhi Qar and one of the released detainees, stated that
“during the demonstrations, I was shot in my hand and security forces took me to a police station. I was left bleeding until the morning without giving me any treatment. They
bandaged me and I remained in prison until they released me after five days. During my
detention, I was exposed to a severe beating.”
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Fifth: Using force to disperse protests

The Iraqi authorities and armed militias have detained, tortured, abducted, and used
force to disperse protests. Euro-Med Monitor documented testimonies of eyewitnesses
who saw authorities using excessive force including killings to stop protests.
“On November 28 at 3 am, I was peacefully demonstrating around al-Zaytoun area and
al-Nasr bridges. After a while, security forces and crowd control came, destroyed the
demonstrators’ barriers using a bulldozer and started firing live bullets without stop, as
people ran away. I saw at least five people falling died in front of me. The security forces
took control of the bridge in five minutes,” an eyewitness said.
Another eyewitness said, “On November 28, I went to the area near the bridges to film
the protests. A group of the security forces shot tear gas canisters and live bullets seemingly to kill the demonstrators instead of dispersing them.”
He added, “They were shooting live bullets directly at demonstrators but also at the
ground. People were shot in the neck and chest. Most of the injuries were in the head,
neck, and the chest. It was like a massive field execution of demonstrators. There was a
lot of blood in the street.”
Another eyewitness from Baghdad described how a sniper shot a demonstrator. He
said, “On October 9, a sniper shot a demonstrator. Five people tried to help the injured,
but they were all shot. The bodies were all over the street and all the injuries were in the
head and the chest”.
On December 6, Euro-Med Monitor team documented the killing of 50 civilians and the
injury of 150 others in al-Khelani area in Baghdad, by dozens of unknown gunmen. The
total death toll reached 74 demonstrators, two of them were seriously injured.
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Legal Background

Despite the Iraqi government’s lack of recognition of the legitimacy of the popular
movement in Baghdad and the rest of the governorates, the Iraqi Constitution of 2005
affirmed the importance of respecting the right to peaceful protest and expression. International law ensures these rights in many international conventions and treaties.
This report reviews the legitimacy of the protests in Iraq according to the Iraqi national
law and international law.

First: Iraqi law and protests
Article 38 of the Iraqi Constitution of 2005 states:
“The State shall guarantee in a way that does not violate public order and morality:
First. Freedom of expression using all means.
Second. Freedom of press, printing, advertisement, media, and publication.
Third. Freedom of assembly and peaceful demonstration, and this shall be regulated by
law.”
According to this text, the Iraqi Constitution gave the right to peaceful protest and free
expression, but it did not put in place mechanisms to protect this right, and therefore
this right has a strong legal basis, but practicing this right is not covered by legal protection, unlike international law.
It is noticeable that the government’s actions of manipulating the unauthorized laws
that Article 38 of the Constitution refers to in a broad and vague manner makes freedom
of expression and peaceful demonstration a violation of public order by accusing pro-
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testers of being conspirators and directing waves of violence that amounted to killing
against them, in addition to the continued arrests.
It is also considered a blatant legal gap that was used in the interest of the government
to justify the killing and detention of protesters. At the same time, it is considered an argument against them that would decide criminal responsibility over rulers and officials,
and everyone who orders or participates in the suppression of peaceful demonstrators,
considering the constitution superior to the rest of the laws. In addition, it is not permissible to violate the constitutional rule, interpret or include it in a law that contradicts its
legal nature, according to Article 2 of the Iraqi Constitution of 2005, which stipulated in
items (b, c) that: “B. No law may be enacted that contradicts the principles of democracy.
C. No law may be enacted that contradicts the rights and basic freedoms stipulated in
this Constitution.”
It is noted that Iraqi legislators have not yet enacted a special law regulating the right to
peaceful assembly, which makes the competent authorities base their actions against
demonstrators on the decree of the Dissolved Coalition Authority No. 19 of 2003 that is
found in the Official Gazette of Iraq published in No. 3979 on July 10, 2003. According to
its second section, the provisions of Articles 220 to 222 of the Iraqi Penal Law No. 111 of
1969, which restricts the right of people to freedom of expression and the right to peaceful assembly, was implemented.
The aforementioned order also included specifying the authorities’ responsible for granting a license for a peaceful demonstration. This order, however, required notifying the
licensing authority at least 24 hours prior to the start of the demonstration or gathering
in addition to stating the names of its organizers, and the maximum number of the persons participating in it, the route they are taking, the starting time, and duration of the
demonstration. The order also obligated the licensing authority to inform the organizing
group of the maximum number of persons allowed to participate within 12 hours.
The order bans protesters from bringing or carrying any weapons, sharp objects, or anything that could cause harm, including stones, clubs, or sticks, except for what is used to
raise banners and signs carried by protesters.
Since the aforementioned order was issued by the dissolved coalition authority and was
not issued based on the Iraqi Constitution issued in 2005, nor was it is issued by the Iraqi
legislative authority, and since it has a vague wording, especially articles concerned with
the punitive provisions mentioned in the seventh section, which were vague, brief, and
didn’t distinguish between the actions that the demonstrators may take, it gives the
judiciary a broad discretionary power to impose sanctions on those demonstrators who
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violate the aforementioned order, which is a clear violation of the provisions of the Iraqi
Constitution that guarantee the right to peaceful assembly and freedom of opinion and
expression.

Second: International law and protests
Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 1966 obliges states
to respect freedom of expression and freedom of information, stating that:
“Everyone shall have the right to hold opinions without interference. Everyone shall have
the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and
impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing
or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of his choice.”
According to this text, international laws affirm the right of people to freedom of opinion
and expression, as they impose protection on this right and consider it a sign of public
order in the International Human Rights Law. It is considered part of its jus cogens, in
which it is not permissible to agree to violate, because it is a general rule. That is why the
suppression of demonstrations is seen as a great violation of the provisions of these laws.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) issued by the United Nations in 1948
affirmed the right to demonstrate in Article 18, which stipulated that: “Everyone has the
right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion;”
Article 19 of it stipulates that: “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.”
According to the previous texts, the right to peaceful demonstration is guaranteed and
recognized in all international covenants as a sign of respect for human rights, and as
the most important manifestation of correct political practice, as Article 21 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights states: “The right of peaceful assembly
shall be recognized. No restrictions may be placed on the exercise of this right other
than those imposed in conformity with the law and which are necessary in a democratic
society in the interests of national security or public safety, public order, the protection
of public health or morals or the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.”
International law also imposed its protection for every human being as stated in the text
of Article 3 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by stipulating that: “Everyone
has the right to life, liberty, and security of person.”
And in Article 5 it is stated that: “No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhu-
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man or degrading treatment or punishment.”
As for the violations committed by the Iraqi authorities against peaceful demonstrators,
represented by the use of excessive force in resolving protests, such as intentional killings, these practices may amount to international crimes that require a trial.
The Iraqi authorities have committed crimes against humanity against peaceful protesters and they fall under the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court. Article 7 of
the ICC Basic Law states that For the purpose of this Statute, “crime against humanity”
means any of the following acts when committed as part of a widespread or systematic
attack directed against any civilian population, with knowledge of the attack: (a) Murder;”
Article 27 of the ICC Basic Law states that:
“1. This Statute shall apply equally to all persons without any distinction based on official
capacity. In particular, official capacity as a Head of State or Government, a member of
a Government or parliament, an elected representative or a government official shall in
no case exempt a person from criminal responsibility under this Statute, nor shall it, in
and of itself, constitute a ground for reduction of sentence.
2. Immunities or special procedural rules which may attach to the official capacity of a
person, whether under national or international law, shall not bar the Court from exercising its jurisdiction over such a person.”
Article 28 confirms the criminal responsibility of leaders and presidents, stating: “In addition to other grounds of criminal responsibility under this Statute for crimes within the
jurisdiction of the Court:
(a) A military commander or person effectively acting as a military commander shall be
criminally responsible for crimes within the jurisdiction of the Court committed by forces
under his or her effective command and control, or effective authority and control as the
case may be, as a result of his or her failure to exercise control properly over such forces,”
According to Article 29, criminal responsibility may be applied according to these practices and maybe imprescriptible.
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Iraq Demonstrations in Statistics
According to Euro-Med Monitor team and the High Commission for Human Rights in
Iraq, the demonstrations’ statistics from 1 October to 15 December were as follows.

First: From October 1 to October 6
Governorate

Wounded

Death
toll

Detainees

Released
detainees

Baghdad

3721

111

554

551

Diyala

1

-

13

13

Diwaniyah

300

9

131

131

Najaf

215

5

115

115

Missan

106

6

11

11

Was-it

284

4

115

115

Dhi Qar

755

21

154

152

Babil

123

1

105

105

Basrah

7

-

72

72

Karbala'

-

-

11

11

Total

5512

157

1281

1276
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Second: From October 25 to November 2
Governorate

Wounded

Death
toll

Detainees

Released detainees

Baghdad

6525

60

-

-

Diwaniyah

119

12

-

-

Missan

127

16

-

-

Muthanna

323

1

6

2

Was-it

10

-

-

-

Dhi-Qar

210

15

146

38

Babil

83

7

52

52

Basrah

421

7

169

167

Karbala

541

1

140

140

Total

8359

119

513

399

Third: From November 3-15
Governorate

Wounded

Death
toll

Detainees

Released detainees

Baghdad

7710

35

79

20

Missan

-

2

-

-

Muthanna

-

-

6

4

Dhi-Qar

272

9

225

225

Basrah

516

15

24

21

Karbalah

438

6

177

148

Total

8936

67

511

418
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Fourth: From November 15 to December 15
Governorate

Wounded

Death
toll

Detainees

Released
detainees

Baghdad

611

98

449

12

Missan

1

1

-

-

Muthanna

1

-

-

-

Dhi-Qar

484

55

1

-

Basrah

135

11

2

-

Karbalah

91

6

8

-

Qadissiya

2

2

1

-

Najaf

181

35

7

-

Babil

26

-

-

-

Anbar

-

-

3

2

Salah al Din

-

-

1

-

Total

1,532

208

472

14
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Recommendations:
The Iraqi authorities should adhere by human rights standereds in excutive, legislative,
and judicial proceduers related to the Iraqi people’s right to peaceful protest and freedom of opinion. The Iraqi authorities should take into considiration the following recommendations:
1.

The Iraqi authorities should open an urgent and independent investigation
into operations of murder, kidnapping, and torture.

2.

All detained protesters who are charged of participation in the demonstrations should be releasd as long as they committed no crime.

3.

Leaders and officials should be held accountable for their violations aganist
protesters.

4.

The legislative authority should enact a law organising the right to protest
and peaceful gatherings and lift all restrictions imposed on these rights.

5.

The Iraqi authorities should respect peaceful demonstrations and people’s
right to protest as it is a constitutional right guaranteed by the Iraqi Constitution.

6.

Oppression and use of force against protesters, which may lead to criminal
punishment either inside or outside the country, should be prevented.

7.

Protestors’ demands related to legal, economic and social reforms should be
addressed.

8.

Security forces should adopt basic principles of laws, adopted by the UN in
relation to using power and firearm by law enforcement officials.
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