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It's Human nghts Day—Go To Jail!

by Grace Nasri
IranTimes.A femalerightslawyer, who wasrec-
ognized by Italy’s Human Rights International
for her work, was detained by Iran last month—
ironically, on Human Rights Day—as she was
about to board a Rome-bound plane to accept
her prize. She said the men who stopped her
showed identification from the Office of the
President, not from the police. That indicates a
far more direct involvement by President
Ahmadi-ngjad in repressive activities than has
ever been noted before. Nasrin Sotoudeh said
she was prevented from boarding her flight at
Imam Khomeini International Airport last
month. Sotoudeh said her husband and children
had been dlowed to leave the country and would
be accepting the award on her behalf. “ The fact
that she could not leave Tehran isaproof of the
importance of her activities,” Human RightsIn-
ternational president Adolf Pfitscher was quoted
assaying by theltalian newsagency ANSA. The
same thing happened last year when Parvin
Ardalan, an activist in the One Million Signa-
tures Campaign for Women's Equality was
boarding aflight for Sweden to accept the Olof
Palme Prizefor her work in support of women's
rights. Sotoudeh, who works with Nobel laure-
ate Shirin Ebadi’s Defenders of Human Rights
Center, has worked with women's rights activ-
ists, members of the One Million Signatures
Campaign and has defended a youth who was
sentenced to death when hewas 16—one of sev-
eral juvenile offender cases that have drawn in-
ternational criticism. “ They didn’t givemearea-
son, but my passport was taken away. | passed
passport control and suddenly my name was an-
nounced [on the public address system] and three
plain-clothes men cameto mewith walkie-talk-
es. “Eventually one of them showed me hisID
card. They were from the presidential office,”
Sotoudeh said. She said shewasallotted 72 hours
to present herself at an addressin Tehran. “ There
was no legal written order. What they did was
illegal,” shesaid. “Likeother activistswho were
banned from leaving the country, the govern-
ment isscared of our voice reaching the outside
world and building connectionswith them,” she
said. A recent report by U.N. specia rapporteurs
Margaret Sekaggya—U.N. special rapporteur on
the situation of human rights defenders—and
Yakin Erturk—special rapporteur on violence

against women—concluded: “ Over the past two
years, women's rights defenders have faced an
increasingly difficult situation and harassment
in the course of their non-violent activities.”
According to Human Rights Watch (HRW),
women'srightsactivistsin Iran have been among
the most successfully organized groups work-
ing toward improving the human rights situa-
tion in Iran. Over the past two years, their ac-
tivities have largely taken the form of national
campaignsincluding the One Million Signatures
Campaign for Equality—a grassroots organiza-
tion aimed at ending gender discrimination
within Iranian law. But despite the peaceful na-
ture of many of these campaigns, authoritiesin
Iran have been treating the women activists
largely as national security threats—arresting,
detaining and harassing them largely on charges
of harming national security. The Iran Times
asked Sarah Leah Whitson, Middle East direc-
tor at HRW, why she thought the regime was
clamping down so hard on members of the One
Million Signatures Campaign. “ Theissueistwo
fold. Thisis an issue that a wealth of Iranians
are involved with as their sisters, mothers and
wivesare subjected to these discriminatory laws.
Thegovernment feelsvery threatened by acam-
paign that the people themselves are directing
that has broad popular support,” she said. “The
second issueisthat if these women are success-
ful intheir campaign to makether desiresknown
to the government, the government will feel
threatened that other groups may also make simi-
lar attempts, so they want to nip it in the bud.”

‘Mother lode’ of drugs on Iranian

Iran Times: The Iranian-American vice president
of areal estate company in South Boston was
arrested earlier last month after policeraided his

apartment and found a “mother lode” of drugs
and cash. Police in Boston raided the house of
Taghi Tajgardoun, 28, on December 9 and found
what Suffolk District Attorney Daniel F. Conley
dubbed a“mother lode” of drugs and cash. Lo-
cal, stateand federal law enforcement seized 800
grams of cocaine—estimated to be worth

$18,000—15 pounds of marijuana—estimated
to have a street value of $90,000—at least 200
prescription pills, morethan $25,000in cash and
threeIranian passports, all in Tgjgardoun’sname,
Deputy Superintendent Paul Fitzgerald said. “We
believe he'sbeen herefor alittlewhile and prob-
ably running a drug operation,” Fitzgerald said
of Tgjgardoun, who is currently being held on
$1 million bail on drug trafficking charges.
Tajgardounislisted asthevice president of Kush
Red Estate in South Boston. He was arrested
when a postal worker informed police about a
suspicious package from LosAngel es addressed
to Tgjgardoun’s post office box. A drug-sniffing
K-9, Maximus, confirmed the package contained
drugs, police said. When Tajgardoun arrived to
pick up his package, police questioned him and
he confessed to having “weed” (marijuana)
stashed in his apartment, a police report stated.
Policethen searched Tgjgardoun’s apartment and
said the home served as a “sophisticated drug
distribution point.”

Iran will hurl animal into space

Iran Times: Iran saysit will begin sending live
animalsinto space aspart of itsKavoshgar rocket
program. Mohammad Ebrahimi, deputy head of
the Aerospace Research Institute, announced
Monday that future versions of the Kavoshgar
rocket will be designed to carry animalsin or-
der to pave the way for Iran to place menin or-
bit eventually. He did not make clear whether
the very next Kavoshgar launch would carry an
anima or a later one. The first living being
launched into space was the Russian dog Laika,

who was fired into orbit in November 1957
aboard the second Soviet satellite. Laikawasin-
side a pressurized cabin . Information on her
heart rate and other reactionsto the launch were
radioed back to earth. But there was no way to
return her to earth and she died after afew days.
The Kavoshgar isa sounding rocket that would
not put an animal into orbit but merely hurl it
straight up into space, from which it would then
fal back to earth in acapsule slowed by apara-
chute, meaning the animal should return alive.
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Baghdad shoe man hates
Iranians as well as Yanks

Iran Times: The family of Muntazar az-Zeidi—
the Iragi reporter who hurled his shoes at Presi-
dent Bush—said the 28-year-old Shiite hatesthe
“Iranian moral occupation” as much as he does
the “ American material occupation.” “He hates
the American material occupation as much as
he hates the Iranian moral occupation,” his
brother, Dhirgham, told The Associated Press
(AP), referring to the influence of pro-lranian
Shiite clericsin Irag’'s political and socid life.
“Asfor Iran, he considerstheregimethereto be
the other side of the American coin.” That view
is common among lragis—even among
Shiites—who believe Washington and Tehran
have been fighting a proxy war inside Irag. But
in Tehran, the Fars news agency said the APin-
terview with az-Zeidi's family was false. Fars
said it had reached az-Zeidi’s eldest brother,
Uday, who was quoted as saying the AP inter-
view was “absolutely wrong” and that his
brother, agood Shiite, lovesIran. Sunday’s shoe
incident transformed alittle known reporter from
aminor TV station into an overnight national
hero; many Iraqis, like az-Zeidi, are opposed to
the nearly six-year U.S. presence while at the
sametimefearing their country will succumbto
Iranian influence once the Americans pull out.

Az-Zeidi was arrested Sunday and could face
chargesof insulting aforeign leader and the Iragi
prime minister, who was standing next to Bush
when the two shoes were hurled. If convicted,
az-Zeidi could face a maximum sentence of up
totwo yearsin prison. Thousands of people dem-
onstrated in Baghdad and other citiesaround the
Arab world calling for the overnight celebrity’s
release. On Monday, az-Zeidi’'s sister and three
brothers—apparently including Uday—gathered
with an AP reporter in their brother’s one-bed-
roomwest Baghdad apartment to voicetheir sur-
prise over theincident. They insisted az-Zeidi's
action was spontaneous. But they also expressed
pride, along with many other Iragis, that az-Zeidi
stood up to an American president who many
Iragis hold responsible for years of death and
destruction in their country. “1 swear to Allah,
heisahero,” his sister, known as Umm Firas,
toldthe AP, “May Allah protect him.” Az-Zeidi's
siblings said he joined Al-Baghdadia television
in September 2005 after graduating from
Baghdad University with adegreein communi-
cations. Two years later, he was seized by un-
known gunmen while on an assignment in a
Sunni district of north Baghdad. He was freed
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after three days, unharmed and without ransom,
after Iraqi television stations broadcast appeal's
for his release. Az-Zeidi told reporters he did
not know who kidnapped him or why, but his
family blamed al-Qaeda. In January, he was ar-
rested by American soldiers who searched his
apartment building, hisbrother, Dhirgham, said.
But hewasreportedly rel eased the next day with
an apology. Az-Zeidi's siblings said those two
experiences helped foster a deep resentment of
both the U.S. military’s presence in Iraq and
Iran’s influence over Irag's cleric-dominated
Shiite community, although the linkage of his
experiences to Iran was not clear. One man az-
Zeidi reportedly had respect for, was anti- Ameri-
can cleric Mugtada as- Sadr, who is currently
believed studying in Iran. Zanko Ahmed, a
Kurdish journalist who attended a journalism
training course with az-Zeidi in Lebanon, re-
called that az-Zeidi spoke fondly of as-Sadr,
whose followers organized protests Monday to
demand the young reporter’s release. “Regret-
tably, he didn’t learn anything from the course
in Lebanon, whereweweretaught ethics of jour-
nalism and how to be detached and neutral,” said
Ahmed, who described Az-Zeidi asboastful and
arrogant. Az-Zeidi showed considerable accu-
racy in throwing his shoes and would have hit
Bush square in the face if the president had not
showed remarkable speed in ducking. The only
injury in the fracaswas a bruise to White House
press secretary Dana Perino, who was hit in the
facewith amicrophone as security menwrestled
with az-Zeidi.

Dead youth bears big medical bills

Iran Times. A young Iranian-American teenwho
died in an accident last month was remembered
at afundraiser in Colorado held to help hisfam-
ily cover the boy’s medical costs. Seventeen-
year-old Mario Torabi suffered head injuries
when he crashed into some trees while driving
an All Terrain Vehicle (ATV) for the first time
November 22 in central Colorado, during a
weekend trip with classmates. He had not been
wearing a helmet. Mario, who was named after
racecar driver Mario Andretti, was airlifted to a
hospital after afriend drovefor help becausethe
teens were not in cellphone range. But when
surgery failed to save the young man, hisfamily
decided to take him off life support. Mario, who
was born on Vaentines Day, died on Thanks-
giving. Mario’s mother, Susan Torabi—who
became awidow when her husband Mishadied
last year—is a classroom aide who works with
disabled children at an elementary school in
Littleton, south of Denver. Misha suffered from
Crohn’s disease, an incurable autoimmune dis-
order that attacksthe digestivetract. Compound-
ing the two tragedies the family has recently
faced isthefact that Mario was uninsured at the
time of his accident. As such, the widow now
faces an enormous amount of debt from to
Mario'sfinal medical hills. To help raise money
for the family, a teacher at Susan’s elementary

school suggested organizing a commemorative
run. Last Friday, Susan, her 20-year old son,
Abbas, and her 29- year-old daughter, Alana
Kohl, stood together near the track at Chatfield
High School asMario’s classmatesjoinedinthe
JingleBell Run fundraiser. Theraceraised nearly
$5,000 for the Torabi family. Anne Sterrett, the
principal of the elementary school where Susan
works, told the Rocky Mountain News, “ To see
someone o giving, so selfless, lose so much
really brokethe hearts of our community.” Mario
struggled after the death of his Iranian-born fa-
ther, whom he sought to emulate by planning to
become a commercial pilot. The father and son
were very close and the two hoped to one day
start acommercia airlinein Iran called Torabi
& Sons. “They would stay up al night talking
about stories, dreamsand life,” Alanawroteina
Web posting. “He had a very happy-golucky
way,” Susan told the Rocky Mountain News.
“He made everyone smile and laugh. He had a
very good heart, and he meant well all thetime.”
“He was born with a huge smile on his face,”
his sister remembered. “I love you Mario. See
you in another life.” Donations to the Mario
Torabi Memorial Fund can bemade at any Wells
Fargo Bank or mailed to The Mario Torabi Me-
morial Fund, 9782 W. Ken Caryl Drive,
Littleton, Colo rado 80127.



