May 23, 2019

His Excellency Ayatollah Ali Khamenei

Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

c/o H.E. Mr. Gholamali Khoshroo 

Ambassador of the Islamic Republic of Iran to the United Nations

Email: iran@un.int

Fax:1 212 867-7086 

RE: 
Free Niloufar Bayani, researcher and conservationist detained in Iran

Your Excellency:

I write to express grave concern for the well-being of Niloufar Bayani, a researcher, conservationist, and scholar. I respectfully urge you to call on the appropriate authorities to secure Ms. Bayani’s immediate and unconditional release.

I understand from Scholars at Risk (SAR) that on January 24, 2018, Ms. Bayani was arrested alongside eight of her colleagues, including Persian Wildlife Heritage Foundation founder Professor Kavous Seyed-Emami, while conducting field research for the foundation. Ms. Bayani is the program manager of the foundation, a former McGill University research assistant and alum, a Columbia University alum, and former project consultant for UN Environment. She and her colleagues were detained in Evin. On February 9, 2018, authorities notified Professor Seyed-Emami’s wife of her husband’s death and publicly claimed it was suicide. Human rights groups, however, have argued that his death occurred under extremely suspicious circumstances and are demanding an investigation, including an autopsy. 

I understand from SAR that on October 24, 2018, it was announced that Iranian authorities finalized indictments for the conservationists. Ms. Bayani and three of her colleagues face charges of “sowing corruption on earth,” a charge which can carry the death penalty. The charge is based on a claim that the conservationists were “seeking proximity to military sites with the cover of the environmental projects and obtaining military information from them.” Reports indicate that the conservationists have been subjected to long periods of solitary confinement, and granted severely limited and sporadic access to family and legal counsel. 

On January 30, 2019, nearly a year after their initial arrest, Ms. Bayani and her colleagues were read part of the 300-page indictment in a closed-door trial at Branch 15 of the Revolutionary Court. Ms. Bayani reportedly interrupted the reading of the indictment, objecting that her forced confessions had apparently become the basis for the indictment. Ms. Bayani reportedly stated that her forced confessions had been made while she was subjected to physical and mental torture and that she retracted all of them after the first round of investigations. Human rights organizations report that, after the first trial on January 30, Ms. Bayani has been absent three out of the five court sessions since, although her lawyer was present. Authorities have not provided a public explanation for Ms. Bayani’s absence.

Absent additional information, the facts as described suggest that Ms. Bayani is being detained as a result of the nonviolent exercise of the right to academic freedom -- conduct that is expressly protected under international human rights instruments including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

I therefore respectfully urge you to direct the appropriate authorities to release Ms. Bayani and, pending this, to ensure immediately Ms. Bayani’s well-being while in prison, including humane treatment and access to medical care, family, and legal counsel of his choosing, and to ensure that any case against her proceeds in a manner consistent with internationally recognized standards of due process, and fair trial, in accordance with Iran’s obligations under international law.

I appreciate your attention to his important matter and look forward to your reply.

Sincerely,
cc

The Honorable Michelle Bachelet

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)

Palais des Nations

CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland
The Honorable Justin Trudeau 

Prime Minister of Canada

House of Commons

Ottawa, Ontario

Canada

K1A 0A6

Fax: 613-941-6900

The Honorable Chrystia Freeland

Minister of Foreign Affairs 

House of Commons

Ottawa, Ontario

K1A 0A6

Email: chrystia.freeland@parl.gc.ca

