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LOST IN LIMBO

“We walked for twelve hours in complete darkness. There were
five of us. A smuggler was walking five hundred meters in front

of us; another walked half a mile behind us to erase our traces.
We climbed over steep mountains on a sandy path. I could barely
see the person in front of me. At five in the morning the Turkish
police captured us. They were surrounded us and demanded we
surrender. They hit me with a rifle, handcuffed me, hit me again,
and took my clothes and shoes and the 1500 dollars I had with
me. I had paid 5000 dollars to the smugglers to take me to
Athens. There was no refund. Maybe it was a setup, I don’t know.
The Turkish police gave me my shirt and trousers back and pushed
us into the river that borders with Kurdistan. It’s a good thing
my refugee ID card is plasticized. I was back on Kurdish soil
next morning. Now I wait. Maybe next month the UNHCR will help.”

Shahab Ekhtiari, former member of Mujahedin Khalg
Lost in Limbo in the Kurdish capital Erbil
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INTRODUCTION







INTRODUCTION

This book is about the men and women who spent part of their
lives in the Mujahedin Khalq Organisation, and left it when the
Americans invaded Iraq in 2003.

They were brought from Iran and Europe to Ashraf Camp, the main
camp of the MKO in Iraq. Once there, they were barred from
leaving. Within the organisation, they were threatened and
brainwashed. Some spent years in jail.

After the Americans came in 2003, they were able to leave

for a special camp that was opened next to Ashraf. Some 600
members left Ashraf Camp in this way, even though the American
camp (called TIPF) consisted only of tents, and was very hot in
summer and stone cold in winter. There are reports of ill
treatment by American soldiers. Some 400 ex-members accepted an
of fer from the Red Cross to leave for Iran. After interrogation
and sometimes jail, most were eventually reunited with family
members. They were watched by the Iranian authorities, but left
in peace.

By the end of 2007, the Americans decided they wanted to get rid
of TIPF. The ex-members still there had been waiting years for a
country to accept them as refugees. The first group of about 100
people was given a letter and some money, and sent out. Some
were able to get to Europe illegally; others were caught by
Iraqi police and put in jail. The Iraqis hated MKO because of
its close links with Saddam’s regime. Some simply disappeared.
Then, in April 2008, the last inhabitants of TIPF were forced
out; first to Duhok, later to Erbil, the capital of Iraqi

Kurdis tan. The Kurdish authorities gave them food and a roof over
their heads. UNHCR kept trying to help them get out. Smugglers
were working overtime to help ex-members across the borders to
Europe. Every week the group got smaller.

But those deported and sent back, had no money to try again.
Some had none in the first place, nor anywhere to go. They were
left in Erbil, in limbo. Waiting for the world to help them move
on. Desperately wanting to get on with their lives. Traumatised.
Scarred. In between the past and the future. Lost in limbo.
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THE SEXES

In MKO, men and women have been separated since 1989. In 1985,
after Massoud Rajavi and Maryam Azonanlou divorced their
spouses to marry each other, it became the rule for all members.
No one was allowed to stay married, families were split up and
children were sent to foster families abroad.

Maryam Rajavi became the new leader of MKO: Massoud its
religious leader. Women were made mas’'oul, responsible, that is:
they were made responsible for groups of five or more members. A
strict seperation was put in place between the sexes. Sex became
a taboo. This became the ideology of the organisation, and part
of the sessions it uses to brainwash and control its members.

As one of the ex-members says, “They say if you have a family
you can't fight against the regime, because you will be thinking
of your family. You have to attack your memories. So each member
of the family gets a name. For example, my ex-wife’'s name is a
donkey. You tether a donkey to the ground with a big nail. Your
children are the nail. So by the nail you get to the donkey.
Your parents are said to be the whorehouse. Whenever you think
of your parents it is like thinking of prostitutes. So you
create a distance. All of this gives you nightmares. It is
better to say you think about this, otherwise they see it in your
attitude, and than they bring people to insult you. So you can
better save yourself by telling them you had that nightmare.Itis
washing out your brain. On one part it makes you a very strong
man, on the other you have a damaged brain.”

Another ex-member reports that, in MKO, a man must keep three
meters distance when he talks to a woman. He cannot speak alone
with a woman; he cannot shake hands. There are separate

build ings for men and women. The petrol station is open in the
morning for men, and in the afternoon for women.

Of the 3,200 people still in Camp Ashraf, 1,200 are female. Many
have been in MKO for more than 25 years. They have no idea how
to survive outside the camp.

By depriving people from having sex with the opposite sex, many
members are said to be resorting to homosexuality. This has been
the reason some members have left the organisation.
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GETTING OUT

To escape Iraq, most ex-MKO members were forced to turn to human
smugglers. Each paid $1500 to $2000 to illegally cross into
Turkey. It cost $7000 to reach Greece. And all the way to
Western Europe might cost as much as $16,000.
Most ex-members were forced to leave their travel documents
with MKO. If they retained them, it was without an entry stamp
for Iraq. MKO always took them into Iraq illegally. This was the
first problem to solve. After they were given an identity card by
the UNHCR, they could at least show they were registered as
refugees. But the card gave them no rights. So, for most of
them, the only way to leave was illegally.
The ex-MKO members who were left in Erbil were sure that the
people looking after them, who were working for the Kurdish
government, were also earning money from the human smuggling
trade. Reportedly, the contact was made through them, and the
smugglers paid them part of what they earned. Confronted with
these claims, the authorities of course denied everything - and
began threatening the journalists who asked the question.
Escaping meant getting to Turkey, where most of the ex-MKO
members were allowed to remain because of their UNHCR refugee
status. But Turkey already has too many refugees, so most wanted
tomove deeper into Europe. A first stop might be Greece, which,
although it did not return refugees from Iraq, did not give them
refugee status either. Life was hard in Greece, with many people
earning from the cheap labour that refugees provided. Tougher
still was to move on, through Bulgaria towards Germany. Many
were caught at the Bulgarian border and then sent back to Iraq.
Ex-MKO members report accidents, for example in the river that
forms the border between Turkey and Iraq. At least two people,
and probably more, drowned after being forced by the Turks to
try to swim across.
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FEAR

Inside MKO, members are made afraid of each other, and continue
being afraid after they leave the organisation.

Every day there were sessions in Ashraf Camp where they had to
talk about their feelings. People were told to report on each
other. There would be a report on the table, telling what they
had been talking about that day. When they had been talking to
an cld friend, or to someone who was branded a dissident, they
would be insulted and shouted at.

Every week, they had to report on their sexual feelings.

Men and women lived completely apart, and were put under a great
deal of pressure to adhere by the rule. Men would be assaulted
if they sat in a chair after a woman had left it. One should
wait for fifteen minutes, because the warmth of her body was
still in the chair. Relationship between men and women were
forbidden; those who were caught talking or holding hands would
be severely punished.

It was forbidden to watch TV, or listen to the radio at Ashraf
Camp. All, that were shown were films of meetings with and
speeches by the ruling couple, Massoud and Maryam Rajavi, and
MKO’s own television channel.

The main rule in MKO is: Who is not with us, is against us. Any-
one who is not completely with the organisation will soon be
branded a spy for Iran. He will be insulted, attacked and put in
prison, and later separated in a special unit. For years, mem-
bers were not informed about the prisons. Those who had been
there, were told to keep quiet about it after their release. But
after some years, talk about the prisons was used as a tool to
terrify people.

Amongst former MKO-members, fear is still very much alive.
‘Don’t mention my name’, they say, when interviewed. ‘They will
trace me. They forced me to sign papers that I was a spy for
Iran. If I speak out, they will publish those papers.’

Even in their house in Erbil, ex-members are sure some of them
still report to MKO, and some to Iran. ‘There’s always a spy
around somewhere,’ one of them says. And soon the story is going
around that the writers of this book are also spying - for Iran,
of course. For that reason, some of the ex-members in the house
refused to be interviewed.
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NO CHOICE




NO CHOICE

Mohamed Sahebi did not contact his
family for 17 years. It was only after
he got out of MKO, and into the Ameri-
can camp, that he called them. This is
his happiest memory from his MKO-time
- and it came only after he had left
the organisation.“My mother didn’'t
recognize me anymore. And my father
said: ‘Who are you?'”

Sahebi joined MKO as a prisoner-of-
war during the Iran-Iraq war. The
Iraqis offered him the choice of
joining, or being exchanged for Iraqi
prisoners of war. “I didn’'t like the
Iranian government and I didn’t like
life in Iran - no movies, no girl-
friends. So I didn’t have a choice.”
Once he was in Ashraf Camp he was
taken to the organisation. “I wanted
to be free. I was happy to be there.

I could talk to people. There were
many young people like me.” But after
a couple of years, marriages became a
taboo in MKO. Sahebi had just found
Roja. “She was a very nice girl. We
had a good relationship. We met after
a meeting. I saw her walk out. We
started working together.”

He told his superior that he wanted

to marry her. He was told it was impos-
sible. “That is my worst memory, the
day this happened.” He told MKO he was
going to leave. "But they said no.
They have very strict rules. If some-
one wants to leave, they go to jail
for two years. After that they hand
you over to the Iragqi intelligence
service for eight years, and then you
are deported to Iran. So we didn’t

have a choice but to stay.”

k)|

When the Americans came in 2003,
Sahebi told them he wanted ocut. For
four years and six months he stayed in
TIPF, the American camp next to Ashraf
Camp. In January 2008 he left the camp
on special Iraqi papers and tried to
go to Turkey. “At the check point they
pointed to the document and said:
‘What's this?’ They put me in prison
for a day. Then I tried to go to
Turkey, illegally. I crossed the
river; it is not deep, we could wade
through. I went to Istanbul. When I
tried to cross the border with Greece
I was captured. The Turks put me in
prison for 40 days. Then they sent me
back to Iraq.”

So now he is stuck in Erbil, and
desperately wants to go to his family
in Canada. He found himself a lawyer
and hopes he will leave in a few
months. “Here in Kurdistan people look
at me and ask: ‘Who are you?’ I can’t
explain I was with MKO, because they
killed Kurdish people. I'm tired of
lying; I lie every day. I can’t tell
the truth, not even when I get into a

tExd. ™
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DREAMS OF LEAVING

Name: Farshid Farasat
Date of Birth: 1985, Esfahan

Joined MKO: 2001




DREAMS OF LEAVING

Farshid Farasat was picked up when he
was smuggled across the Iranian bor-
der to join MKO at Ashraf Camp. It was
summer, 2001. Only sixteen, he was on
his way to a military camp in Iraq to
liberate his country. “My whole fam-
ily was politically active and we were
afraid the regime would take revenge.
I had to leave.”

The Iraqis were not interested in his
story and threw him in prison. He was
there for over a month. “That was bad.
There were a lot of people in one
room." No, he says when asked, he was
not raped. "They took care of me, I
wasn't beaten and I wasn't harassed.
But I was very happy to leave prison
and go to Ashraf Camp.”

He was given a new name: Shahram. But
soon he discovered that things were
not as he had expected. “"Life in the
camp was tough. Every night you had to
keep surveillance at the tower for two
hours. So we went to sleep at eleven,
woke at half past six, and in between
had to do surveillance. In summer we
could sleep one hour more during the
day, but that was it.”

His uncle was already in Ashraf when
he arrived, but he did not see much of
him. “We were in different units. We
saw each other every now and then at
celebrations, but we were not supposed
to talk. No one in the camp had any
time off to spend with friends or

family.”

37

Farasat was happy when the Americans
ended Saddam's regime. “During the
war with the Americans we didn't stay
in the camp but moved into the moun-
tains. At a checkpoint we heard the
Iragi government was finished. The
Americans were taking over and they
were collecting the weapons in MKO.”
It was his best memory of those years
inside MKO. "I was very happy. I
thought: they're here now, so I can
leave the camp."”

When this did not happen, his disap-
pointment was huge. “All my dreams
were about leaving. But after we
handed in the weapons they took us to
Ashraf Camp and said no one could
leave. I thought we would never get
out.”

He had to wait another year, before he
could leave for the American camp
outside Ashraf. Once out of TIPF he
joined four others and tried to cross
the Turkish border inte Bulgaria. Two
succeeded, but Farasat and two others
failed. They were deported back and
forced to wade through the river from
Turkey to Iraqg.

Farasat has no money, but has not
given up his dream of leaving.

“T will try to get to Europe with my
uncle. The same way as before: cross
the border to Turkey and than try to

move on. We have no choice."”
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PERSECUTED FOR RELIGION

Name: Shahab Ekhtiari

Date of Birth: 1966, Kerend

Joined MKO: 1988
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“I never believed in their ideology.
All the years I spent at MKO I was
just a soldier; I never had any ideo-
logical rank”, says Shahab Ektiari.

He came to MKO almost by acecident. In
the summer of 1988, the organisation
launched its attack on Iran in a
failed attempt to grab power, and came
to his village, just across the bor-
der. Ektiari did not dare to stay
because, after these attacks, the
Iranian government would arrest young
guys who might have helped MKO. He had
no passport. “My only option was to
join MKO, go to Irag and leave from
there.”

But he was never allowed to leave.

As a follower of the Alhagq Sufi sect,
from the first day he was put under
pressure to renounce his believes.
MKO like the Iranian regime targeted
his faith. His curly moustache is a
symbol of that faith. “A hundred times
MKO tried to force me to renounce my
religion. No one else was under so
much pressure. People were forbidden
to talk to me. The last years I was in
a separate unit with twelve others who
also didn't believe in MKO-ideology.
They opened the unit nine years ago.”
His life in MKO is scarred by this
battle. By the time he got into that
unit, he had been in and out of prison
four times. The prisong were moved
regularly, and for a long time were
hidden from the members. He has a map
of Ashraf Camp showing their location.
“I tried to escape twice but was
arrested. The first time was in 1994.

They put me in prison for three months.

I was tortured. They broke my nose and
jaw. There was no medical treatment.
Amnesty International raised ques-
tions about me. Then MKO put pressure
on me to sign a statement telling AI
not to interfere. I wrote my own
statement. They beat my friend Gorban
Torabi so severely he died in my arms.
I think, in total 19 people died
during the time I was first in prison.”
He had one friend in MKO who shared
his beliefs. His worst memory is when
his friend was killed in an accident
in 1995, “We don't know precisely what
happened. There was something wrong
with his motoreycle. but it had been
fine before. I had to identify his
body. A friend told me privately that
he had seen the accident. My friend's
bike was hit by a car from behind.

He was a brave person; he would not
hesitate to give his opinions. I
think that they killed him for that.

I didn't dare to trust anyone again.”
Ektiari has a lot of details about
MKO. He keeps all the documents that
he has been able to capture from
inside MKO, inside his computer. “If
you sgaid you wanted to leave, they
would put you in MKO-prison for two
years, then hand you over to the Abu
Ghraib prison and, after eight years,
exchange you for an Iraqi soldier in
an Iranian prison. The going rate was
10 of us for one of them.” In 1994
people who ‘complained too much® were
“I think, in
About

also sent to Abu Ghraib.
total, 120 were sent there.
eight committed suicide; 70 were

exchanged with Iran. During the 16
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years I was at MKO, about 100 people
disappeared. MKO even said: ‘we will
kill you and use your name as a martyr.’
At that time, about 750 members were
arrested and accused of spying for
Iran. “There are two tags MKO uses to
make people look bad. The first is
weird sexual behaviour; they would
say someone was gay, for instance. Or
accuse them of being a thief or a drug
addict. The second tag is they would
accuse you of spying for Iran.” That
happened to Ektiari. “They write a
letter that you have to sign, admit-
ting that you are a spy.”

In the summer of 2004 he went to TIPF,

staying until the beginning of 2004,

and earning good money as a carpenter.

He was moved to Duhok, and from there
to Erbil.
After twenty years in the MKO-camps,
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he is eager to re-start his life. “I
want to get married, have a son and
live in a free country.” But he has no
relatives in Europe, and UNHCR has
problems finding a country that will
accept him. “I want to go to Europe in
a legal way. But there is no legal
way. Can anyone help me?”

He does not feel safe in Kurdistan,
and still suffers nightmares. "I wake
up in the middle of the night hearing
cockerels. That was a way of tortur-
ing, to let you hear the sound of a
cockerel for 24 hours. Sometimes I
have a nightmare that they have come

to take me back to MKO.”
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WAITING FOR BETTER TIMES

Name: Farzine Fassihi
Date of Birth: 1967, Tehran

Joined MKO: 1995




WAITING FOR BETTER TIMES

“We have an expression in Iran:

When in shock, don't make a decision,
because it will be the wrong one.
Unfortunately, I made that wrong deci-
sion. I decided to go to Iraq for six
months.”

Fazine Fassihi had only recently moved
to Germany when MKO contacted him. He
had come from Belgium, where his French
girlfriend had just left him, taking
their two children with her. He had
lived in Belgium since he was a teen-
ager. He had been sent there by his
parents to make sure he did not have
to fight in the war against Iraq.
After a few years his younger brother
joined him there, and just before he
left Brussels, his parents had arrived
from Iran too.

For months after the breakup with his
girlfriend, he had a serious nervous
breakdown, and ‘lived as a vagabond'.
It landed him in prison. So when he
moved to Germany, MKO caught him in a
deep low. “They started talking to me
about the situation in Iran. I wanted
to help my country. I had lost my
family and I wanted to contribute.”
He was 28 when he decided to go to
Iraq for a while. “After that I would
start my life over again. They said:
‘Just stay there for a few months. If
you want you can stay longer or come
back.' When I got in, I couldn't get
out. I lost 12 years of my life.”

Once in Ashraf Camp, MKO would not let
him contact his children. He saved up
to send them presents, but later found
they never received them. “MKO tried

to force their ideology on me. I tried

unsuccessfully to escape a few times.
Inside Ashraf there were people who
wanted to leave so badly that they
burned themselves and died. I realised
then that I had no chance of leaving,

I had to wait. Ten years passed.
Finally the Americans arrived.”

That was the best day in his time at
the camp, he says. He wanted to leave
and join the Americans immediately,
but he was ill, and needed surgery.
After recovering he went to TIPF,
where he stayed until the Americans
closed the camp.

His health is still not good. He says
he suffers kidney stones, an ulcer,
headaches, bronchitis, and his teeth
have fallen out. The tension inside
the camp was too great. “Once a week
we had to share all sexual thoughts we
had. I used to write things down about
my ex-girlfriend. Then they would ask:
how about the women in the camp; do
you fantasize about them? I said: I
lived 15 years in Europe, I have more
feeling for the women there than for
these old women. They were really
angry about that.” But MKO changed
him. “When I was in Europe I would
sleep in the same bed as my female
friends. Since MKO I always look at
women for their body. I fight not to
think about it.”

And yet he is not entirely negative
about his time in MKO. “I learned a
lot. I learned to read the Quran - as
a science book, not a religion. I did
a lot of political courses. I was an
English and French teacher at MKO."

He is mourning two of his friends, who
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died trying to get to Europe, after
leaving the American camp in 2007.
Five of them went to Turkey. “We tried
to go to Bulgaria, and from there to
Europe. At the Bulgarian border two of
us crossed. Three, including myself
were stopped. We were put in prison
for a month. Then the Turkish police
pushed us into the river to cross the
Iraqi border illegally. My friends
drowned.”

After arriving in Erbil, he spent
months waiting for the UNHCR to ar-
range a visa for Belgium. There he is
to be reunited with his parents and
his brother. “Wherever I go. I try to
do something positive. When I go back,

I want to be a writer.”
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SHEPHERD

Name: A
Date of Birth: 1967, Tehran

Joined MKO: 1998




SHEPHERD

“For two years I helped people cross
the Iraqi border to Ashraf Camp. But
when I came to the camp myself, I was
very disappointed. I soon found out it
was impossible to leave. When someone
tried, they sent him to Abu Ghraib-
prison.”

Ardeshir Baghbani did not want to go
back to this notorious Iraqi prison.
During Saddam’'s rule the Iraqis ar-
rested him once. “They kept me in Abu
Ghraib for six months. That was nine
years ago. The food was horrible.”
Yet this wasn’'t the worst prison he
had been in. “In Iran I stayed at
Evin, fourteen years ago. They tor-
tured people, every day, from morning
to night.”

Baghbani worked as a shepherd in the
mountains between Iran and Iraq, and
did undercover work for MKO. He must
have helped hundreds of people across
the border for the organisation,
before he went to Ashraf Camp himself.

He soon realised he had made a mis-

take. He cannot remember a single good

moment. “We didn’t have a good time
there; maybe we would have a nice
evening with a friend, but never with
the organisation.” For someone who
had been used to wandering around
freely, it was hell. The worst thing
was “to have no freedom to get out of
the camp.” Hence: “The best moment was
when the Americans came and we were

told we could leave.”

Those few years in Ashraf, followed by
four years in TIPF, have left their
marks. He has aged badly, and he has
serious emotional problems. When he
walks, he keeps his eyes to the
ground, and he seems to be in constant
discussion with himself. After
arriving in Duhok, he went missing for
three months. Nobody knows where he
was during that time.

As for dreams, he says he has none.

“I have no memories. I don't dream.”
He has lost all hopes, except one: to
escape Iraq. “I will try to cross the
border again. I hope to receive some
documents and maybe I'11l try to cross
legally this time. I want to go to

Turkey, and then to Britain.”
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KARATE

Name: Mehdi Nikbakht

Date of Birth: 1978, Isfahan

Joined MKO: 2001
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KARATE

“Make it look good for the publicity,”
MKO told Mehdi Nikbakht. He was teach-
ing karate to MKO-members in Ashraf
Camp. “After the fall of Saddam, we
had to hand in all our weapons. Karate
became a way of giving the impression
that we were a strong army.” So what
had been an extra to the military
training, became the main activity of
the MKO-fighters. “We started train-
ing with karate every day. The offi-
cials told me how to teach. They knew
nothing about karate. I wanted to
teach good techniques, and that takes
time. They said: ‘Just make it look
good on television’. So we had to cut
through ice.”

Nikbakht was already a teacher in
Iran, where he taught Kyukushin (full
contact) karate and earned his ‘sec-
ond dan’ (black belt). He is from a
family with close sympathies for MKO,
and some members served in prison
because of it. He left his country in
2001 and came straight to Ashraf Camp.
“I came to fight against the regime of
Iran, but at Ashraf I became a pris-
oner of MKO-ideology. It took me a
long time to stop believing in the
things I was taught to believe by my
family. I checked again and again. But
after two-and-a-half years I realised
that PMOI was not the organisation I
thought it was. The pressure and the
way they tried to impose their
ideology on me at Camp Ashraf

eventually made me change my mind.”

67

He has no best memories from MKO,
but some are not too bad. "I liked
to teach karate. It’s nice to teach
something to people. It was good when
I felt people actually learned some-
thing from me. When it came from the
heart.”

Bad memories are legion. The worst
were the daily meetings, Nikbakht
says. “You had to confess and complain
about the others in your group. These
sessions took forever. It was only to
spend the time; it was not to learn
something or mentally benefit.” The
sessions would involve groups of seven
or eight people. “Once a week we also
had to speak about your sexual
thoughts. So if you look at the
breasts of a woman and had thoughts
about it, you had to express them.”
Nikbakht left Ashraf Camp after three
years when, in 2004, the Americans
gave him the chance to come to TIPF.
He spent another three years in their
hot tents, before he left and tried to
cross into Bulgaria. With two comrades
he was caught and sent back to Iragq.
Now he’s left with no option than to
wait in Erbil for the UNHCR to find a
solution for him. This fact is =
recognised by the Kurdish authorities,
who in July 2008 gave him a one-year

residence permit.
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THE AMERICAN CAMP
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THE AMERICAN CAMP

After sending all MKO members to Ashraf Camp in April 2003 and
interviewing them, the Americans found that quite a few wanted
to leave the organisation. To make this possible, and in order
to maintain control of them, they established a separate camp
outside Ashraf Camp, TIPF (Temperary International Presence
Facility). Eventually, 600 members made their way there.
Conditions at TIPF were harsh. The ex-members lived in tents and
ate mainly tinned military rations. There was no protection
against the heat or the cold. There are reports of harsh Ameri-
can treatment; a few times ex-members went in hungerstrike. It
seems the American soldiers did not trust the ex-members. It is
not clear whether ex-members were recruited for actions in

Iran, as members from Ashraf Camp most probably were.

For the ex-MKO members, TIPF was just another prison. They were
barred from leaving. only this time for their own protection.
Outside the Iraqis would eat them raw. Inside the ex-MKO members
were paid a dollar per hour when they worked, for instance
cleaning, carpentry, doing administrative tasks, etc.

The International Red Cross and UNHCR were allowed into the camp
to interview the ex-MKO members. Family members were allowed to
visit.

About 400 ex-MKO members eventually agreed to be transported
back to Iran by the Red Cross. The rest stayed in the camp until
the end of 2007, when the Americans decided to close the camp,
offering a first group documents and money if they would leave.
About 100 left. In 2008, the rest was taken to facilities in
Duhok, in the Kurdish north of Iraq, from where many tried to
cross the border. After a few weeks, the remainder was moved to

a couple of houses in Erbil, the Kurdish capital.
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HOOKED

MUCH LIKE IRAN

NOWHERE TO GO
ASHAMED




Name: Ali Abdolahi

Date of Birth: 1981, Tehran

Joined MKO: 2002




CU

Only a few days after he arrived, they
brought Ali Abdolahi a document to
sign. “It said that if I didn’t want
to be part of MKO anymore, I would go
to prison in Ashraf Camp. After two
years there, I would be sent for eight
years to Abu Ghraib, to be exchanged
for Iraqi prisoners of war in Iran.
All my hopes and beliefs in the orga-
nization were shattered. I could
choose not sign, but the outcome would
be the same. So I signed.”

This happened only four days after he
joined the organisation. “My best
memory was when I got in, the worst
when I found out that I couldn’t
leave. I was in shock; because the
face the organization showed to the
outside was not true on the inside.”
Abdolahi was contacted by MKO when he
had left Iran for reasons he does not
want to talk about. He had just ar-
rived in Turkey and was registering
with the Turkish police, when a man
aged about forty approached him and
spoke to him in his own language. “He
was a nice guy. We talked about the
future of Iran. Then he took me to his
home and showed me video films of MKO.
I could spend the night at his place.
I didn’t feel at home in Turkey, and
going to MKO to join the fight seemed
the best thing to do.” So, a month
later, they took him to Ashraf Camp,
illegally crossing the border with Irag.
After a year under his new MKO-name of
Bhezad - he had only had some elemen-
tary military training - he was saved
by the Americans coming to Iraq. They

took him to TIPF. And then history

repeated itself. “MKO said: if you
don’'t like the situation here, you can
always go to Iran. At TIPF they said:
if you don’t like it here, go to Iran.”
The stress became too much for him. He
had left Iran a nervous wreck, and his
depressions got worse in Ashraf Camp.
Once in TIPF he started to cut him-
self. “The first time I cut into my
own flesh with a knife was after they
had put me in isolation. I had started
a fight because I wanted a cigarette
and the guard refused. I was in isola-
tion for a month. Then I started
cutting myself.”

His body is full of scars. He shows
his wrists. “I tried to commit
suicide. I didn’'t believe in anything
anymore and I just didn’t have the
will to fight. I regret it now. I want
to live. I want to start living.”

All in all, he spent about one year in
isolation in the five years he was
with the Americans. Even so, he says
that given the choice between Ashraf
Camp and TIPF, he would choose the
latter. “I never want to go back to Ashraf.”
Abdolahi’s hand trembles when he
touches his brow. His voice is calm
yet monotonous. It is almost as if he
has been drugged. He was with the last
group to leave TIPF, refusing to the
last the insecurity of life outside
the camp. Now he is looking for a way
to leave Iraq, but he does not have
any money and sees no way to cross the
border legally. Yet, despite every-
thing, things are better than before,
“I haven’t cut myself since I am out.

I don’'t do it anymore.”
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HOOKED

Name: Mehrdad Vosughi

Date of Birth: 1973, Lahijan.
north of Iran

Joined MKO: 2001

12



HOOKED

Alcohol and pills, dominate Mehrdad
Vosughi’s life; like they dominate
his best memory of MKO. “One day we
stole dates and made vodka. It was
very strong. I kept it in my wardrobe,
but they found out and held a meeting.
I said: I’ve drunk it and now it’s
finished, what’'s the point of talking
about it? It’s done now.”

He left Iran after getting into trou-
ble over alcohol. “I liked to go out
and drink with friends. Music, girls,
go out. They put me in jail.” More
than once he served time in jail,

for seven years in total. In jail he
started cutting himself, as he has
done repeatedly ever since. “They

had told me I would be freed after a
certain date. But when that day came,
they said: ‘No. One more year.’' I was
so angry. I went on hunger strike and
I started to cut myself. I broke a
glass and put it into my flesh. I was 21.”
After jail, he went into business and
bought videos, cameras and dvds in
Pakistan to sell in Iran. There MKO
convinced him they were ‘fighting his
fight’'. Illegally, they brought him
to Iraq, to Ashraf Camp. But when they
tried to force him to swear his alle-
giance to Maryam Rajavi, he refused.
His worst memory: “They beat me for
days and put a gun to my head. Saddam
was still in power, and they said: ‘If
you don’t change your mind, you will
go to Abu Ghraib.’® They put me in
isolation for a month. At night, when
it was completely dark, they would
beat people. I feared death. It was

the first time someone put a gun to my

head. And I had heard they killed a
lot of people. I said I changed my
mind, just to stop the pressure.”

He tried to escape a couple of times,
before he was taken by the Americans
to TIPF. And there he tried again

- because the Americans put him in
isolation too. “I liked to drink.
It was forbidden, so we made alcohol
ourselves. I took that with pills -
any kind of pills. Then I went crazy,
I became aggressive and started a fight.”
He needs the alcohol to forget. “My
brain is damaged. I don’t want to be
inside my head; I try to get away from
it, all the time.”

And so he started cutting himself
again. "I cannot fight the regime, so
I fight myself. Last time I cut myself
was at TIPF, ten months ago. How else
can I express my complaints? But since
we left TIPF I haven’t done it anymore.”
But Vosughi is still an angry man.
“Because of the government of Iran

I lost my youth. There's nothing left
of my life. My father died a week ago.
I haven't seen him in more than eight
years.” And because his father died,
his relatives cannot send him money to
buy his way out. Angrily he is waiting
for the UNHCR to help him. “I want
freedom. I'm not interested in poli-
tics. Iranian government kills, MKO
kills, American government kills.
They say we're terrorists. The UNHCR
does nothing; even the Americans say
there’s nothing they can do for us.
Everybody tells us we should leave the
country illegally. But that way out is

too risky.”
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MUCH LTIKE TRAN

Name: Mehdi Fazlollahi
Date of Birth: 1983, Tehran

Joined MKO: 2002




MUCH LIKE TRAN

“I sometimes dream of my family. They
all wear handcuffs. A cleaning car is
going to run them over. I try to stop
the car but I can’t.” Mehdi Fazlollahi
has not seen his parents since he left
Iran at the age of nineteen. Yet he
talks about them a lot, and they are
partly the reason he joined MKO.

His mother was a succesful sports
teacher who was punished because she
wore sports shoes all the time. “Her
teams were number one in Tehran. She’s
the best, but they didn’t appreciate
her. She went out at five in the morning
and came back at eight at night. She
worked hard and had nothing. My father
also worked a lot. There was no time
to spend with the family. In Iran
there’'s no attention given to people.
The leaders spend a lot of money on
themselves.”

He decided to join MKO after two family
members told him about the organisa-
tion when he was young. “I wanted to
change the Iranian regime. I studied
so that I didn’t have to go into the
army.” Soon after finishing his stud-
ies in mechanical engineering, his
call-up came for the army. “Two months
before MKO had contacted me, and they
helped me to leave the country.” His
parents did not want him to go. He
laughs: “Young people never listen

to their parents.”

Fazlollahi was told he would join a
liberation army, and that they would
teach him how to fight. He got a new
name: Mehrdad. But he soon felt there
was no difference between MKO and

Hezbollah, the Iranian militia.

“Hezbollah says you should pray. MKO
does so as well.” He hated the Iranian
habit of crying for the killed Shiite
imamg. “I wanted to be happy. They
forced me to cry in school. How could
you continue your lessons when you
are sad?”

Again he makes a comparison with Ashraf
Camp. “You should cry for your leader,
o Maryam; you should blame yourself
and think your leader is better than
you. I hate Maryam Rajavi. Iran has 75
million people. Why would I adore her?”
His happiest moment at Ashraf was when
he read that Maryam had been arrested,
in France. “I laughed. My friends said:
‘Be quiet, they will take us to army
intelligence and hit us.’ I couldn’'t
stop myself. The idea was that we
would take her to Iran, but she wasn’'t
even in the country.”

His worst memory is about a friend in
the camp who had a wife and child in
Iran, and who was told to divorce her.
He refused, was then insulted and put
under a lot of pressure. “He poured
petrol over himself and set himself
on fire. Nobody helped him. He was in
a lot of pain. He didn’t die, but for
four months he suffered agonies, day
and night. He eventually went to TIPF
and could return to Iran.”

Fazlollahi was finally able to join
him in the American camp, after the
Americans invaded Iraq. During his 18
months in Ashraf, MKO had not allowed
him to go. “They say you don’'t need
your passport, we will take you into
Iraq. Then, once you're in, they say:

you entered illegally. If you want to
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MUCH LIKE TRAN

leave you will go to jail for eight
years. They want robots. They wanted
to control us 24-hours a day.”

After the Americans closed TIPF,
Fazlollahi was moved to Duhok, and
later to Erbil. He feels unsafe there.
“Three weeks ago my roommate went into
hospital. He never returned. His rela-
tives called us to ask where he is.
How can I feel secure if they want to
get rid of me? TheKurds said to me:
‘Why don’t you leave the country and
go to Turkey?’ I said: ‘Because I have
legal documents to be here.’ They
said: 'Go to Greece. We will close
down the house.’”

He says he has no choice but to stay.
“My problem is money. I need $15.000

to get to Europe.”
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NOWHERE TO GO

Name: Hashem Ostovas

Date of Birth: 1975, Tehran

Joined MKO: 2002
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NOWHERE TO GO

“I can’t go back to Iran. I have spent
half of my live in prison. I long for
freedom.” Hashem Ostovas left Iran in
2002, after being in jail for his
political beliefs. He had gathered
information through mail and radio

- the BBC and CNN - and distributed it
at the university “Once they beat me
for five days.”

He went to Turkey and registered with
the UNHCR, but did not get a refugee
status. The police threatened him:
“They said I could only stay if I
could show I had a $1,000, would not
get into trouble and promised not to
work. If I couldn’t produce the money
within 24 hours, they would deport me.”
This made him vunerable to MKO, al-
though he had not been in contact with
them before. A member of the organisa-
tion offered help at the police sta-
tion. “He took me to a hotel, gave me
some papers about MKO and talked about
Ashraf Camp. It was August 7, 2002.
The next day I was taken into Iraq.”
Ostovas was looking forward to living
with other people who were opposed to
the regime. “The MKO-people I had met
were very kind. But inside the camp

I realised that the way people were
behaving towards each other - calling
each other brother and sister - was
artificial. They were ordered to do
so, it didn't come from the heart.

I was disappointed.” And he hated the
fact that MKO forced him to lie and
say that while in Iran he already had
ties with them.

It didn’t take long before he wanted

to leave. After the Americans reached
Baghdad in 2003, he told his commander
about his decision, who took him to
the septic tank for the camp toilets.
“He put a gun to my chest and said:

‘Do you want to stay or leave?’ I said
I still wanted to leave. He said he
would kill me and throw me in the
tank, and nobody would ever know I had
been killed.”

After his first shock, Ostovas rea-
lised that, with the fall of Saddam
MKO lost its best friend and protector
and couldn’'t kill anyone anymore. And
indeed, he was only taken to jail.
“The commander came in the morning and
again I said I wanted to leave. By
that time the Iragi government had
left, so I knew they wouldn't kill me.
Then they handed me over to the Ameri-
can camp.”

It was his worst memory of MKO. His
best is about a bottle of homemade
wine. As in Iran, alcohol was forbid-
den inside MKO. “But in Iran, a week
before the new year starts, there is
Zanatustra tradition. There is a lot
of fire and we celebrate.” No such fun
in MKO. "A friend made a bottle of
wine illegally. We drank it together.
That was a nice night.”

Since then the friend has moved back
to Iran. Ostovas cannot go back and
feels trapped in Erbil. “I have no
money; my family cannot support me;
the UNHCR does nothing. Americans call
us terrorists, the Kurdish say we
killed them - nobody does anything for

us. We have to fight to stay alive.”
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ASHAMED

Name: Rozbeh Kordi

Date of Birth: 1960, Tehran
Joined MKO: 2001
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ASHAMED

“My best time was when I got into MKO
and went to Ashraf Camp”, says Rozbeh
Kordi reluctantly. “But a better
memory was the day I left the organi-
zation. Because when I got in, I didn’t
know who they were, I was happy to be
there. At the end, I knew who they
were and was even happier to get out.
By then I understood that I didn’t
belong in that place.”

Kordi does not want to talk about his
life in MKO, nor his life in Germany
before joining. “I was with MKO for
sixteen months. I learned only basic
skills”, is all he will say. He does
not want people to feel sorry for him,
he says. And it seems he is ashamed
too. “I don't want everybody to know
what I've done in Ashraf Camp.”

When pushed, he says: “They (MKO) are
the same as the Iranian regime. They
are Islamic, they are the same thing.
They only fight for the power. Freedom
fighters? They just talk. You under-
stand when you go inside, than you
hear that they are different from how
they look. I didn’t like to stay. Most
of their thinking is shit.”

When the Americans came, he left and
went to the American camp. He stayed
four-and-a-half years at TIPF. When
the Americans let him leave, together
with about 100 others, he found a
smuggler who helped him reach Turkey.
But he was deported back to Iraq, even
though he has UNCHR refugee status.

“I came straight back to Erbil, spent
seven days in prison here until UNHCR

got me out.”

He is dissatisfied with the UNHCR,

who don’'t do enough for him. “I’ve
been recognized as a refugee for two
years, and no UNHCR or other organiza-
tion helps me to lead my own life.

The guy from UNHCR came two months
ago, and said: ‘We cannot do anything
for you. We can only send your file to
the different countries’.”

But Kordi will not accept every offer
of help that comes his way. “The
Iranian government wants us to work
with them. I do not want to. I want
my life.” He is sure that one of the
former MKO-members, who tries to help
his comrades from the United Kingdom,
works with Iran. “They want him to
get us to work for Iran as refugees

in Europe.”
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MKO
DON’'T TALK TO THE ENEMY







MKO
Mujahedin Khalgq Organisation was founded in Iran before the Iranian
revolution of 1979, as a resistance movement against the Shah. After
the revolution when its leader, Massoud Rajavi lost the power strug-
gle to ayatollah Khomeini, it went underground. In 1981 the organisa-
tion declared an armed struggle against the new regime in Iran.
Rajavi moved to Paris, and soon afterwards to Iraq. There he started
an alliance with Saddam Houssein, which would last until the American
invasion of 2003. Saddam allowed Rajavi to open a number of camps and
set up a militairy organisation in Iraq. MKO-members were trained by
Iraqi military to be part of the National Liberation Army. Cross
border actions took place; the biggest in 1988, at the end of the
Iran-Iraq war. MKO lost more than 1,000 members when the Iranian army
beat the hell out of them.
In the meantime the organisation grew more and more to be a sect.
Members were forced to divorce while Rajavi remarried. Maryam Rajavi
- his new wife - became his co-leader.
The relationship between Rajavi and Saddam improved in 1991 after MKO
helped the Iraqi president to quell revolts in the Kurdish North and
the Shiite South. The Kurds have never forgiven MKO for their violent
actions which cost many Kurdish lives.
Some MKO-camps were bombed during the American invasion in 2003.
After the fall of Baghdad the Americans confiscated all MKO weapens,
and allowed them to keep only their main camp, Ashraf. During inter-
views with the members they selected those who wanted to leave the
organisation, and those who would be tried for vioclent actions.
A separate camp was set up outside Ashraf Camp for those who wanted
to leave. Ashraf Camp was placed under the control of the coalition
forces.
Rajavi disappeared; he has not been seen in public since April 2003.
Some rumours claim he is in the United States, working with the Amer-
icans; others say he is inside the camp. Since his disappearance, his
wife Maryam has been the public leader, operating from the MKO head-
quarters in Paris.
The Americans protected MKO in Ashraf Camp. The new Iragi government
wanted to get rid of them as quickly as possible. Members are used to
spy and collect information on the Iranian nuclear programme, and
Washington has been using the organisation to put pressure on Tehran
to co-operate.
About 3,200 members remain in the camp in Iraq, and a few thousand

supporters live in Europe, Canada and the USA.
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DON’'T TALK TO THE ENEMY

Not all of the former Mujahedin would talk about their past.
Some of them, like Sadegh Kazemi en Hossein Valipour, refused
to cooperate with the makers of this book.

In a sect like the Mujahedin Khalq people believe the outside
world is working against them. They are told by MKO all former
members are enemies. So when the Kurdish authorities, who were
against the book, told the group in Erbil the journalists were
working for Iran, they readily believed this. And to the enemy
of course you do not talk. Therefore, even though Valipour’s
and Kazemi’s pictures were already taken, they would not submit
to an interview.
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