
 

 

Fact sheet on Zahra Sadighi Hamedani (Sareh) and Elham Choubdar 

 

The Islamic Revolutionary Court in Iran has sentenced two LGBTIQ activists to death for 
Corruption on Earth.  

6Rang calls for the immediate retraction of the death sentence and release of Zahra Sadighi 
Hamedani (Sareh) and Elham Choubdar. 

 

Zahra Sadighi Hamedani (Sareh) 

Zahra Sadighi Hamedani, known as Sareh, 31, is a LGBTQ activist who used to live in Erbil, Iraq, as a 
restaurant owner. She is a mother of a 12-year-old boy and a 14-year-old girl. Sareh founded and ran 
a LGBTIQ Telegram group, conducting interviews and Instagram lives on the rights of the LGBTIQ 
community. She also posted videos and went live on Instagram about her love life.  

In May 2021, BBC Persian aired a documentary on the abuses that LGBTIQ people suffer in the 
Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KR-I). 

In early October 2021, Sareh arbitrarily arrested by the Asayish (the Kurdistan Regional Government 
primary security and intelligence agency) in Erbil and detained for 21 days in connection with her 
appearance in the BBC documentary.  

During her detainment, intelligence and security agents subjected her to torture and other ill-
treatment, including beatings, electric shocks, and prolonged solitary confinement. Following her 
release from detention, she was in constant fear of being rearrested. Sareh decided to leave Iraqi 
Kurdistan towards Iran, heading to Turkey where she intended to ask for asylum. 1 

Prior to embarking on the most dangerous part of her journey across the border between Iran and 
Turkey, she recorded a video message and asked a trusted contact to release it if she does not make 
it to Turkey safely. In the video circulated by the Iranian Lesbian and Transgender Network (6Rang) on 
7 December 2021, in fear of being identified and arrested, she says, “I want you to know how much 
pressure we LGBT people endure. We risk our lives for our emotions, but we will find our true selves… 
I hope the day will come when we can all live in freedom in our country… I am journeying toward 
freedom now. I hope I’ll arrive safely. If I make it, I will continue to look after LGBT people. I will be 
standing behind them and raising my voice. If I don’t make it, I will have given my life for this cause.” 

 
1 https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde13/5180/2022/en/ 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwH6cbRLsXA&ab_channel=6rangIran
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AUTDgv8pvAY&ab_channel=6rangIran
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde13/5180/2022/en/


On 27 October 2021, she was arrested by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps(IRGC) forces in the 
province of West Azerbaijan. Following her arrest, she was forcibly disappeared for 53 days. It 
subsequently transpired that the Revolutionary Guards held her in solitary confinement in a detention 
centre in Urumieh. During this period, she says a Revolutionary Guard agent subjected her to intense 
interrogations, accompanied by verbal abuse and insults directed at her identity and appearance, 
threatened to execute or otherwise harm her, and threatened to have her two children removed from 
her custody. These acts violate the absolute prohibition on torture and other ill-treatment. The 
interrogators used torture and ill-treatment to force Sareh to confess that she was involved in 
trafficking Iranian women to Iraqi Kurdistan for prostitution. Despite enormous pressure, she refused 
to provide them with false confessions.  

On 30 December 2021, the Intelligence Organization of the Revolutionary Guards took over Sareh’s 
Telegram channel, which had about 1,200 followers. They changed the profile picture to the logo of 
the intelligence organization and posted a message, which stated, “Protecting family values is the red 
line of the unknown soldiers of Imam Zaman [the title used for Mahdi, the 12th Shia Imam] for the 
Intelligence Organization of the Revolutionary Guards.” 

On 16 January, 2022, Sareh was brought before the lead investigator of Branch 6 of the Office of the 
Revolutionary and Public Prosecutor in Urumieh, who informed her that she was accused of 
“Corruption on Earth” including through “promoting homosexuality”, “communication with anti-
Islamic Republic media channels” and “promoting Christianity”. The first two accusations stem from 
her public defence of LGBTIQ rights, including on her social media platforms and in an appearance on 
a BBC documentary aired in May 2021 about the abuses that LGBTI people suffer in the Kurdistan 
Region of Iraq. According to information obtained by Amnesty International, the latter accusation is 
for wearing a cross necklace and attending a house church in Iran several years ago. Her case has since 
been referred to the head of the Office of the Revolutionary and Public Prosecutor in Urumieh to issue 
a formal indictment. 

In early July 2022, Tasnim, an IRGC news agency published a video accusing Sareh of of taking part in 
sex trafficking. The video showed the interviews of two individuals who said that Sareh was involved 
in seducing Iranian women and girls and trafficking them to Iraqi Kurdistan to exploit them. 6Rang 
research confirms that those interviews were taken from detainees under duress and in exchange for 
the authorities promises to free them.  

In July 2022, Branch 111 of the Urumieh Criminal Court made a decision on Sareh’s charges of illegal 
entry to Iran, encouraging corruption and prostitution. Elham Choubdar was also tried in the same 
case for encouraging corruption and prostitution. The judge fined Sareh 53,000,000 rials ($200) for 
illegally crossing borders. As for the other charges of encouraging corruption and prostitution, of both 
Sareh and Elham, the judgement stated that the court will not assess these charges. This is because 
the case, with similar charges and evidence had been  referred to the Revolutionary Court and the 
jurisdiction on assessing cases with hodud charges (which Corruption on Earth falls under) lies 
exclusively with the Revolutionary Court. Under Islamic law, hudud crimes (Apostasy, Corruption on 
Earth, Revolt against the Ruler, Theft, Highway Robbery, Adultery, Slander, and drinking alcohol) carry 
penalties that include the amputation of hands and feet, flogging, and death. 

On 10 August 2022, the Urumieh Revolutionary Court held a session. Based on evidence, 6Rang 
believes that in addition to the content of Sareh’s online activities and interviews, the forced 
confessions of other detainees against her were used as evidence against her. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde13/5180/2022/en/
https://www.aparat.com/v/lrHby


On 1 September 2022, Sareh received the news that the Urumieh Revolutionary Court that sentenced 
her to death for Corruption on Earth. Sareh and her lawyer can appeal the case within 20 days and a 
branch at Iran’s Supreme Court will review the case.  

 

Elham Choubdar 

Elham, 24, was a fashion shop owner in Urumieh. She usually traveled to Iran to purchase goods for 
her business. She was a friend of Sareh while they both lived in Iraqi Kurdistan. She had a very popular 
Instagram page that was closed down by the IRGC after her arrest. She also appeared on Sareh’s 
Instagram lives where they would both discuss their relationships.  

Sometimes after Sareh’s arrest, Elham was also arrested in her shop in Iran and similar to Sareh, 
charged for encouraging corruption and prostitution.  

On 10 August 2022, the Urumieh Revolutionary Court held a session. Based on evidence, 6Rang 
believes that in addition to the content of Elham’s online activities and interviews, the forced 
confessions of other detainees against her were used as evidence against her. 

On 1 September 2022, Elham received the news that the Urumieh Revolutionary Court that sentenced 
her to death for Corruption on Earth. Elham and her lawyer can appeal the case within 20 days and a 
branch at Iran’s Supreme Court will review the case. 2 

Latest updates 

On 5 September, in response to the public outrage on the death sentence against Sareh and Elham, 
the Iranian judiciary’s news agency confirmed the sentencing of the death penalty, but alleged that 
this was for the charges relating to trafficking women to a neighbouring country.3 

On 14 Septemeber, the judiciary issued a second statement regarding reiterating their baseless 
accusations that they were involved in organised sex trafficking. Although no new information was 
shared, their restatement is likely a reaction to international outcry. 

the Iranian authorities have a long record of executing political dissidents, journalists, Baha’is and 
other persecuted groups on fabricated charges, such as espionage or sex related offences.  

One recent example of this is Navid Afkarki, an Iranian wrestler and anti-regime activist who was 
executed in 2020 based on forged evidence and falsified charges of murder.4 Amnesty International 
called it a ‘travesty of justice’. 

 

Contact:  

Shadi Amin, 6Rang Coordinator 

shadi@6rang.org  

 WhatsApp: +491774912493 

 
2 https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220905-iran-sentences-to-death-two-gay-rights-activists  
3 https://www.intellinews.com/iran-sentences-two-lgbt-rights-activists-to-death-255594/   
4 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-54129949 
 

https://www.mizan.news/4431405/%d8%a7%d8%b9%d8%b6%d8%a7%db%8c-%db%8c%da%a9-%d8%a8%d8%a7%d9%86%d8%af-%d9%82%d8%a7%da%86%d8%a7%d9%82-%d8%b2%d9%86%d8%a7%d9%86-%d9%88-%d8%af%d8%ae%d8%aa%d8%b1%d8%a7%d9%86-%d8%ac%d9%88%d8%a7%d9%86-%d8%a8/
https://www.isna.ir/news/1401062317702/%D8%AD%DA%A9%D9%85-%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1%D8%A7-%D8%B5%D8%AF%DB%8C%D9%82%DB%8C-%D9%88-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85-%DA%86%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%84-%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%87%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-54129949
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2020/09/iran-secret-execution-of-wrestler-navid-afkari-a-travesty-of-justice/
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220905-iran-sentences-to-death-two-gay-rights-activists
https://www.intellinews.com/iran-sentences-two-lgbt-rights-activists-to-death-255594/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-54129949

